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ABSTRACT

Absences and Epistemologies of Ignorance: A Critical Multi-Sited Study on the Teaching of the
Danish Colonial and Slave Trading Past
by
Naja Berg Hougaard
Advisor: Anna Stetsenko

The present study is a critical investigation of the production of subjectivities through the
teaching of the history of the Danish slave trade within the current neoliberal multicultural
(Melamed, 2006) landscape of education. By conducting a study of teaching on this subject in
the context of a Danish high school, the aim is to understand how the teaching-learning of the
Danish slave trading history shapes the ground for Danish high school students to develop their
own positionings with regards to the past as it ties into present day issues of nationalism and
xenophobia in Denmark. Drawing on the concept of history-in-person (Holland & Lave, 2001,
2009) and premised on Marxist notions of history as the continuous and contradictory flows of
social practices to which our contributions matter (Marx, 1975; Vygotsky, 1966; Stetsenko &
Vianna, 2006), the aim is to explore how the teaching of the past of the Danish slave trade, as a
particularly fertile ground for a critical pedagogical intervention, facilitates students’
interrogation of both the past and the present, as well as their future orientations (Stetsenko,
2013; Taylor, 1991).
The design employed is a critical multi-site case study that draws on the insights of
counter-topography (Katz, 2004) and multi-sited ethnography (Weis, Fine & Dimitriadis, 2009)

iv

of tapping into the local-global nexus by moving across sites. The high school’s participation in
the UNESCO project Breaking the Silence, an international collaboration aimed at developing
best practices in the teaching of the history of slavery and with corresponding goals of promoting
global citizenship, provides the second site for interrogation. By first following a Danish high
school classroom during the implementation of the curriculum on the Danish slave trading past
in Denmark, and then later following two of those same Danish high school students in their
educational visit to the U.S. Virgin Islands, the analytical focus is to explore how engaging with
the same history across the two different geo-political sites affords students’ positionings vis-àvis the two different curricula.
In exploring the local and global dynamics in education, including colonial tensions in
the global citizenship paradigm, the study examines how global citizenship as an educational
discourse intersects with, contradicts, or compliments the positionings of national identity and
“Nordic Exceptionalism” (Jensen & Loftsdóttir, 2012) in the context of the teaching of the
history of slavery. The analysis is conducted by drawing on insights from critical race theory
Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998; Nasir & Hand, 2006; Leonardo, 2002; Leonardo & Manning,
2017), including by exploring how collective colonial forgetting in Demark is tied into
epistemologies of ignorance (Mills, 1997, 2007; Tuana, 2006).

Keywords: history education, positioning, slavery, colonialism, nordic exceptionalism, critical
race theory, epistemologies of ignorance.
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Theoretical Foundations

Introduction
In 1916 the Danish government sold their then colony, the Danish West Indies, to the
United States without the input of the population in St. Croix, St. Thomas and St. John. The
controversial sale of the now U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI), as well as Denmark’s active role in the
transatlantic slave trade, slavery and the more than 250 years of colonial rule in the USVI and
Ghana (among other colonies), remains an under- and ill-articulated part of the Danish public
narrative today and has until recently been nothing more than a footnote in the teaching of
history in Danish high schools. It is troubling that this defining part of Denmark’s history is
hardly a part of the Danish self-understanding today as Denmark instead has managed to
distribute an international reputation characterized more by “development aid, peace building
and cooperation, rather than colonialism or imperialism” (Keskinen, Tuori, Irni, & Mulinari,
2009, p.1). This problematic narrative is part of a larger discourse about the Nordic region as
somehow standing outside of global and historical issues of inequality (Jensen & Loftsdóttir,
2012), which the colonial and slave trading past so thoroughly contradicts. With the aim of
engaging this neglected past of Denmark, the goal with the present study is to explore how the
teaching of the history of Danish colonialism in a Danish high school as part of a larger
UNESCO project entitled Breaking the Silence: Transatlantic Slave Trade (TST) affords students
certain positionings with regards to the history, specifically how it affords positionings around
questions of national and global citizenship.
By conducting a critical multi-sited educational study, I want to explore how Danish high
school students develop positionings, defined briefly here as the ongoing, continuous, dialogical
1

process of authoring oneself in specific figured worlds (Bakhtin, 1981; Holland & Lave, 2001,
2009; Holland & Leander, 2004; Tappan, 2005), vis-à-vis the practice in the classroom and thus
how they make sense of and possibly reproduce and/or challenge notions of race, racism,
national and global citizenship as reflected in the curriculum and the historical past that this
curriculum brings up. In the first phase of the study, by drawing on interviews with both students
and the teacher, student writings as well as classroom observations from the Danish site, I first
examine how the pedagogical practice in this local context dynamically forms the grounding
from which students articulate their own positionings in relation to the meaning of this particular
history. In the second phase of the study, I conduct a critical ethnography of the same history
teacher and two of his students from the same class in their visit to the USVI as part of their
participation in the UNESCO collaboration. The aim of the second phase is to explore how the
students and teacher positioned themselves toward this history when engaged by a schedule and
curriculum developed by the USVI teachers. Thus, how engaging with the same history, but in a
different site, from a different perspective and with more apparent contradictions and tensions
with regards to how to make sense of this particular history, afforded the teacher and students
certain kinds of positionings in contrast to those of the Danish history classroom.
While recent efforts, including the participation in the UNESCO project Breaking The
Silence contribute to developing practices in education to address the lack of engagement, the
topic is still not mandatory and most Danish high school students will graduate with no
knowledge about the Danish slave trade. Education on the topic seems necessary. Not because it
will or can change the larger political, racial, economic and historical devastations that the
transatlantic slave trade created, but because it seems to be at the very least a first step to
understanding how this defining past has contributed to the problematic present. I also believe
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that this teaching and topic has potential to bring students into critical awareness of history and
society, their own privilege, racial and national positionings, among other things. However,
depending on how it is taught and how teachers position themselves and thus facilitate the
students’ positioning, including how history as a cultural tool and practice is conceptualized and
engaged plays a central role for how students position themselves. Exploring these processes
should provide a lens to understanding the notion of history in education, and specifically how
the teaching of the past of Danish slave trade as a particularly fertile ground for a critical
pedagogical intervention, might facilitate students’ positioning as well as their future orientations
(Stetsenko, 2013, 2015). Drawing on the concept of History-In-Person (Holland & Lave, 2001,
2009) as growing out of participation in local (contentious) practices that are always situated
within larger, enduring institutional and historical struggles, I explore how students position
themselves towards the Danish history of slave trade as it relates to their own experiences of
being Danish and global citizens, among other positionings, and specifically how this is afforded
vis-à-vis the curriculum and the teacher’s own positionings with regards to this particular history.
I see the history classroom as a local contentious practice in which students are afforded certain
kinds of positionings in larger historical struggles over national identity, race and racism and
global economic inequality. In drawing on Marxist and Vygotskian notions of history, I
conceptualize history dialectically as the continuous, and contradictory flow of social practices to
which we all contribute (Stetsenko & Vianna, 2006, p.92), and thus always have a stake in it as it
relates to our present and future struggles over access to resources and ourselves. It is this
question about how we make sense of and position ourselves in relation to the violent and
oppressive past that is the central concern in this study, and more specifically how the history
classroom as a specific and contentious cultural-historical practice shapes the ground for
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reproducing or challenging certain kinds of positionings with regards to the Danish history of
slavery.
In situating this inquiry in the context of critical Nordic studies, this work also grows out
of my pursuit of interrogating the false narrative about the Nordic region as the do-gooder,
peaceful and equality-oriented, a discourse that recently has been termed “Nordic
Exceptionalism” (Jensen & Loftsdóttir, 2012). During the years since I moved to the US in 2008
and particularly in the past few years, I have noticed a growing interest in the Nordic countries as
models for the rest of the Western world in the wake of the Great Recession in 2007. Headlines
like “A big safety net and a strong job market can coexist. Just ask Scandinavia”, featured in the
New York Times are part of the construction of the Nordic region as a liberal utopia, where
capitalism looks nice, and privileges are distributed equally to everyone. However, class-based
inequality and racism are well and alive in Denmark (Olsen, Ploug, Andersen, Sabiers &
Andersen, 2013; Wren, 2001; Yilmaz, 2011). Situating a debate about this in the context of the
country’s problematic past, the exceptionalist narrative can and needs to be debunked. In a time
of growing nationalism and xenophobia in Denmark as in the rest of Europe, I believe that now,
more than ever, is an important time to explore and engage a conversation about what for and
how we should engage this past in order to better interrogate the present and imagine and enact
the future.
The rationale for choosing the specific high school was its participation in the UNESCO
project Breaking The Silence1, an international collaboration between schools from countries
affected by the transatlantic slave trade to develop best practices on how to teach this particular
past. In being a UNESCO project with its corresponding goals of developing global citizens, my

1

http://www.unesco-asp.dk/en/transatlantic-slave-trade.html
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goal is to explore how students are afforded the particular positioning of becoming a global
citizen and how this intersects with, challenges or contradicts the other positionings they are
afforded as they engage with the history of Danish slavery. Global citizenship has been on the
agenda across the Western educational landscape for at least a decade. One of the core tenets of
this educational paradigm is the focus on students as consumers of a curriculum on diversity and
social justice. In one of the most recent UNESCO report on the topic (2014) it is suggested that
“[Global citizenship education] aims to empower learners to engage and assume active roles,
both locally and globally, to face and resolve global challenges and ultimately to become
proactive contributors to a more just, peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure and sustainable world”
(p. 15). While it seems hardly possible to challenge these lofty goals, one of the main tensions
with such ubiquitous formulations is that they ignore the historical and situatedness of particular
educational practices and discourses. As Jefferess (2012) points out, global citizenship education
will necessarily look very differently across contexts, with the example of students in more
privileged contexts often positioned as global citizens who should make a difference for rather
than with others. In the present study, I want to explore how the UNESCO collaboration, and
particularly the visit to the USVI as an aspect of the Danish high school’s participation in the
project, shapes the ground for and affords the teacher and students certain kinds of positions with
regards to the history of Danish slavery as they engage in a curriculum of lectures, visits to
historical sites and schools as part of their stay in the USVI developed by the USVI UNESCO
collaborating teachers. The second site expands the study of how history is made sense of and
allows me to contrast and compare how the Danish students position themselves across two
different, yet connected educational contexts dedicated to the aim of teaching the history of
Danish slavery. The goal is to analyze the possible contradictions and tensions that develop in
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the educational collaboration based in the discourse of the seemingly not-contradictory global
citizenship discourse of promoting social justice in the context of the USVI where the
consequences of Danish colonialism still are felt today.

Research Questions

The aim is to interrogate the ways in which Danish high school students are being
afforded certain kinds of positionings vis-a-vis the teachers’ own positionings as well as the
larger discourses of national and global citizenship through the teaching-learning of the history
of Danish slavery. I want to explore how in a context of collective colonial forgetting, history is
invoked as a cultural tool and practice that the students can relate to as something disconnected
and distant from themselves and their present, or alternatively, as a cultural tool that allows them
to explore and connect with the fact that they are part of the stream of social history including the
history of slavery, which calls for them to take a stance on their society and its history and its
present conflicts and contradictions. Based in this rationale and design (to be discussed in more
detail in the following sections), this study intends to address the following research questions:
(1) How do students position themselves as they engage with the Danish slave trading
past vis-à-vis the cultural tools and activities in the figured world of the history classroom?
(2) What kinds of positionings with regards to the Danish slave trading past are
implicated in or afforded by the history curriculum and enacted by the teacher in the history
classroom; how is the curriculum, as designed by the teacher, informed by both the national
curriculum goals and the global citizenship education goals?
(3) How do students position themselves as they engage with the Danish slave trading
past vis-à-vis the cultural tools and activities in the figured world of the history classroom? In
6

which ways does the history curriculum serve as a figured world that affords students with
opportunities to use history as a tool to interrogate the present and imagine the future?
(4) Specifically by drawing on the theoretical perspective of critical race theory,
how does the curriculum engage with race and racism as a central aspect in the teaching of the
Danish slave trading past and how do the students position themselves with regards to these
questions?
(5) How do students relate to this particular past as either connected to the present
and the future or as something in the past and thus, inert and practically irrelevant?
(6) How does the counter-curriculum designed by the USVI teachers for the Danish
teachers and students differ from the one designed and implemented in the Danish high school
by the Danish history teacher? What role does this play for how the students (differently or not)
position themselves towards this particular history?
(7) How do students’ positioning as part of their visit to the USVI in the UNESCO
collaboration shed light on contradictions inherent in the global citizenship education paradigm
in the teaching of the slave trading past?
These questions were developed to guide the research and were left open-ended so that
more questions could be developed and addressed as they emerged in the course of the study.
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Theoretical Foundations

While history as a topic for teaching-learning widely is regarded as an important and
central part of education, the specific aims and practices of teaching history are not commonly
agreed upon (Bermudez, 2015). Rather, they differ along political and pedagogical paradigmatic
lines that are themselves not unconnected. In the present study, the notion that the teaching of
history should be done with the aim of providing students with a ‘usable past’ (Wertsch, 2002;
Renshaw & Brown, 2006) with the purpose of promoting social justice (Barton & Levstik, 2004;
Epstein, 2009, Epstein, Mayorga & Nelson, 2011) is the key assumption and backdrop against
which the analysis is being conducted. That is, the practice of teaching and learning history
should provide students with opportunities to develop an understanding of history as a cultural
tool (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995; Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte & Cain, 1998) to which they are
‘answerable’ (Bakhtin, 1981). Put in other terms, this includes affording history students the
opportunity to understand their present context and themselves as grounded in the past, as well as
being able to use history as a critical tool for imagining and enacting the future (Vianna &
Stetsenko, 2006; Stetsenko, 2017). In the following chapter, I outline theoretical perspectives on
the relationship between learning, positioning, cultural tools and subjectivity (or identity) as they
relate to the present investigation of the practice of the teaching-learning of the Danish history of
colonialism and slavery. I define and further explain what I mean by these concepts by drawing
extensively on both cultural historical activity theory (CHAT) (Vygotsky, etc.) as well as social
practice theory (Holland & Lave, 2001; 2009). Following this, I provide a brief summary of the
current literature on perspectives of the teaching of history, followed by a summary of the critical
race theory perspectives that are used for the analysis of the present study, including a review of
literature on the current racial context of Denmark (i.e. Nordic exceptionalism) as well as a
8

review of the literature on the Global citizenship education perspective as these relate to
contextualizing the study.

Socio-Cultural Perspectives on Learning, Cultural Tools and Development. In
developing and conducting the current investigation of students’ positionings towards the
particular history of Danish colonialism and slavery vis-à-vis the teacher and the curriculum, I
draw on insights about the situated nature of learning and development, including the
relationship between learning, development and cultural tools from cultural historical activity
theory (CHAT). The CHAT tradition refers to the scholarly work of a group of avant-garde
Russian psychologists (Vygotsky, Leontiev, Luria, etc.) who at the beginning of the twentieth
century, and during the period of early revolutionary Soviet Union, developed a historicallymaterialist framework for understanding psychological functioning and development. The CHAT
approach to theorizing human development differs markedly from the rest of the field of
psychology by being grounded in a Marxist dialectical tradition, and thus thoroughly challenges
cognitivist or biologically essentialist approaches to explaining human psychology.
Characteristic of this conceptualization of human development is to consider human
development not as universally predetermined, but rather to explore how it grows out of
participation in particular, socio-cultural, and historical contexts. In theorizing human
psychological development as growing out of particular participation in culturally developed
activities, Vygotsky (1978a, 1997) argued that human activity is characterized by cultural
mediation. That is, human development grows out of our continued participation in culturalhistorically developed activities in which we draw on collectively developed cultural tools that
then scaffold our psychological development. To break down what is meant by socio-cultural
9

historical activity theory, Vygotsky argued that human development is social (i.e. we are not
born as islands or individuals but rather become individuals through our social engagements);
human development is cultural (i.e. our psychological and physical development is dependent on
our engagement with culturally specific tools and activities, and not a question about biological
maturation); and finally, human development is historical in that as our cultural practices, goals
and tools change, so do we. In this vein, human development can never be captured in universal
and deterministic terms. In explaining the socio-cultural and historically mediated nature of
human development, Vygotsky gives the example of memory and tool use,

The use of notched sticks and knots, the beginnings of writing and simple memory aids
all demonstrate that even at early stages of historical development humans went beyond
the limits of the psychological functions given to them by nature and proceeded to a new
culturally-elaborated organization of their behavior. Comparative analysis shows that
such activity is absent in even the highest species of animals; we believe that these sign
operations are the product of specific conditions of social development.” (Vygotsky,
1978a, p.39)

One of the central concepts that Vygotsky introduced as part of his historical materialist
conceptualization of human development was that of internalization. Internalization refers to the
process of how we slowly acquire external social and cultural practices and activities, which then
shape our psychological, individual functioning. The process of internalization involves a series
of transformations, as Vygotsky suggested:
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(a) An operation that initially represents an external activity is reconstructed and begins
to occur internally. (…) (b) An interpersonal process is transformed into an
intrapersonal one. (…) (c) The transformation of an interpersonal process into an
intrapersonal one is the result of a long series of developmental events. (Vygotsky,
1978a, p.56-57).

It is through our participation in tool-mediated activities (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995; John-Steiner
& Mahn, 1996; Cole & Engeström, 1993) that we develop our own individual activities and
goals, including the systems of how we make sense of ourselves and the world. Furthermore, we
are never merely just participants in stable activities to which we are trying to fit into, but as
Stetsenko argues (2008, 2013), we are always also actively contributing to any given activity and
with that comes the possibility of transforming the very activities that we are engaged with.
Drawing on these insights, the present study seeks to explore how history as a tool and
practice affords students’ development. In their piece on the implementation of a transformative
activist pedagogy in a child welfare program, Vianna and Stetsenko (2011) bring together the
frameworks of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970/1993) with the cultural historical tradition of
systemic-theoretical instruction (Davydov 1988; Galperin, 1985, 1989 in Vianna & Stetsenko,
2011, p.323). With the aim of expanding Lave and Wenger’s (1991) conceptualization of the
relationship between learning and development and by emphasizing an elaborated theorizing of
the role of cultural tools, they argue for the centrality of what they call critical-theoretical
learning to identity development. Learning and the meaningful engagement with and
development of higher-order cultural tools (p.317) such as theoretical concepts is considered the
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pathway to becoming prepared to engaging with and contributing to society. As Stetsenko argues
elsewhere (2013),

… learners have to employ knowledge in its relevance for future activities that they seek,
as these are envisioned by the learners themselves in their gradually forming meaningful
pursuits of their own goals and visions for the future, of what ought to be. From the
transformative activist stance, concepts, as all cultural tools too, need to be
actively drawn upon and re-invented by learners, rather than acquired or
replicated, and thus authored in the light of forming their own path and their own nascent
life projects as these are aimed into the future, yet are always already launched in the
present. (p.23)

For this particular study, the conceptualization of history as both practice and tool is informed by
this conceptualization of the centrality of tools for development. The aim is to explore what
kinds of critical-theoretical learning (i.e. cultural tools) the Danish high school students are
engaged in developing and re-inventing vis-à-vis the teaching-learning practice and the Danish
history teacher’s own positionings as these offer and provide cultural tools for students to
position themselves vis-à-vis the contested topics such as the history of slave trade. This focus on
history as both tool and practice, and the notion outlined in the quote above about how tools are
shaped and developed in light of what kinds of futures we envision, requires – as I mentioned
briefly earlier - that I fully explore both the curriculum and the role and positioning of the
teacher as central to setting the context for the students’ critical-theoretical learning and
positioning. In an effort to explore the ways in which the teacher shaped the context for the
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students’ positioning vis-à-vis the curriculum, I will draw on the critical pedagogy tradition of
considering teachers as cultural workers (Giroux, 1992), whose work is inherently political. In a
letter to North American teachers, critical pedagogue Paulo Freire wrote,

The idea of an […] neutral role for all teachers could only be accepted by someone who
was either naive or very clever. Such a person might affirm the neutrality of education,
thinking of school as merely a kind of parenthesis whose essential structure was immune
to the influences of social class, of gender, or of race. It is impossible for me to believe
that a history teacher who is racist and reactionary will carry out his or her task in the
same way as another who is progressive and democratic. It is my basic conviction that a
teacher must be fully cognizant of the political nature of his/her practice and assume
responsibility for this rather than denying it. (Freire, 1987 pp.1-2)

The aim will be to investigate how the teacher positioned himself towards the questions about
the meaning of this history and how this was informed by his own (implicit) projections about
the future. In an expansion of the notion of exploring standpoints, Stetsenko (2015) has proposed
the notion of endpoints to denote the kinds of futures or horizons that we operate with in any
given practice, also in the setting of education. Stetsenko argues:

The transformative ontology and epistemology posit that we live in the world that we
ourselves create, through social practices and while relying on cultural tools, always in
relations with other human beings and in view of the goals and endpoints that we
imagine and also to which we aspire and commit. Therefore, knowledge too – embedded
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in and derivative of social practices, in the presently existing conditions and their
contradictions that are only understandable in light of their historical unfolding (as
broadly acknowledged in critical scholarship) – is at the same time, and most critically,
premised on and constituted by a projection into the future. (2015, p. 109; emphasis
added)

Grounded in this conceptualization of how teaching-learning mediates the ways in which we
connect the past with the present and the future, I am interested in how the curriculum on the
history of Danish slavery and colonialism affords the students certain kinds of positionings in
relation to making sense of the past, possibly with a certain vision of the future as well as what
their role is in this (their subjectivities as global and national citizens, activists, etc.). This
undoubtedly is shaped by the kinds of endpoints that the teacher operated with. Marx provided a
framework for understanding the materially and humanly constructed nature of history when he
defined history as the continued and contradictory struggles between people over access to
material conditions and resources and emphasized the fact that people make history.

History does nothing; it 'does not possess immense riches', it 'does not fight battles'. It is
men, real, living men, who do all this, who possess things and fight battles. It is not
'history' which uses men as a means of achieving - as if it were an individual person - its
own ends. History is nothing but the activity of men in pursuit of their end. (Marx, 1975,
p.93)
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It is through this very process of acting on and in the world, that we also make ourselves; that is
who we are and how we relate to each other and the world (Fromm, 1961). Vygotsky, in drawing
on Marx’ historically materialist theory of society (Scribner & Cole, 1988) expanded this notion
of history by investigating and explicating further the specifics of how history at large plays a
role in shaping psychology and human development at the individual level.

Human behavior differs from animal behavior in the same qualitative manner as the
entire type of adaptability and historical development of man differs from the adaptability
and development of animals, because the process of man's mental development is part of
the general historic development of mankind. (Vygotsky, 1966, pp. 95-96; emphasis
added)

In conducting rigorous research on the development of specific higher psychological functions
such as the development of speech, memory and attention, Vygotsky managed to show how the
development and history of mankind at the macro level and the development and history of the
individual shape and grow out of each other (Scribner, 1985). In recounting the Marxist and
historically materialist foundation of Vygotsky’s re-articulation of psychology as a field and
more specifically how his concept of history is informed by the writings of both Marx and
Engels, Packer (2008) writes,

The notion that the study of history enables humans to make the “leap” from being
objects of the historical process to becoming its agents was central to Vygotsky’s
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conception of history, and we see that it was also central to his accounts of child
development. (p. 15)

This historically materialist approach to defining what history is, necessarily assumes that all
people have a stake in history, in contradictory struggles over material conditions - including
history teachers and students. Vygotsky further added to this that our very psychological
functions, such as the ability to reason and make generalizations, are historically and materially
shaped by the kinds of socio-cultural historical practices and tools (including signs, i.e. language)
that we engage with. Grounded in this Marxist and the Vygotsky-expanded conceptualization of
history, the premise for this study is that both the students and the teacher have a stake in this
particular history by virtue of their national, class, racial identities and other positionings in the
world and that these positioning among other things are mediated by the kinds of tools they are
afforded and develop. Penuel and Wertsch (1998) in their review of the historical representation
in for example textbooks as an example of mediated action similarly argue that official history as
taught in schools reflects the particular institutional and cultural setting in which it is being
practiced. As they write,

At the core of this approach is the notion of an irreducible tension between the cultural
tool as available to anyone in a particular sociocultural context, on the one hand, and the
individualized use of that tool in carrying out a unique performance, on the other… the
individual brings to this performance a goal, a set of intentions, and her own life history
to bear on historical representation, and these typically are reflected in the particular way
individuals use cultural tools. (p.27)
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As can be gauged from the above quote, the articulation of the relationship between cultural
tools, learning and development in the CHAT perspective move beyond ‘cognitivist’ approaches
to learning and development (Stetsenko, 2008). Below I explore further the implications of this
perspective as the notion of subjectivity (operationalized as positionings) is considered.

Learning and Subjectivity: Positioning (or History-In-Person) as the Continuous
and Contradictory Instantiations of Subjectivity. While the early CHAT theorists (Vygotsky,
Luria and Leontiev, among others) established a framework for understanding the socio-cultural
and historically mediated nature of the development of higher psychological functions, and more
specifically addressed how learning leads development (Vygotsky, 1978b) it was not until later
that the relationship between learning and subjectivity was further explicated and explored.
Drawing on the Vygotskian and CHAT insights of the early twentieth century with its emphasis
on the relational nature of human development, the learning and subjectivity (or identity; these
two words will be used interchangeably in the present document) literature articulated how
subjectivity grows out of participation in cultural practices. The seminal works of Lave and
Wenger on learning and identity as growing out of participation in communities of practice
(Lave, 1991, 1998; Wenger, 1998) is central to this expansion of the CHAT framework. Lave
and Wenger suggested that learning should be understood not as a purely cognitive process
extraneous to social and cultural life, but rather argued that learning and identity co-construct
each other. To learn is to become a member of a community of practice, and thus to become a
certain kind of person in that community of practice (although this might also affect how one
positions oneself and is positioned in other practices). As Lave argues here,
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Learning, it seems to me, is neither wholly subjective nor fully encompassed in social
interaction, and it is not constituted separately from the social world (with its own
structures and meanings) of which it is part. This recommends a decentered view of the
locus and meaning of learning, in which learning is recognized as a social phenomenon
constituted in the experienced, lived-in world, through legitimate peripheral participation
in ongoing social practice; the process of changing knowledgeable skill is subsumed in
processes of changing identity in and through membership in a community of
practitioners; and mastery is an organizational relational characteristic of communities of
practice. (Lave, 1991, p.65)

In drawing on various sociocultural approaches to theorizing subjectivity (Lave & Wenger,
1991; Nasir 2009; Stetsenko, 2008), what transpires as common to many of them is that they
acknowledge subjectivity as a process of ‘becoming’ that grows out of engagement in particular,
material and cultural-historical practices. This work avoids having to conceptualize subjectivity
as something fixed or inborn (as in some mainstream perspectives, e.g. the Five Factor approach
to personality), but rather describes how subjectivity is the continuous process of positioning
oneself as well as being positioned in particular cultural and social contexts. One of the key
perspectives on the relationship between learning, positioning and subjectivity that I draw on in
the present study is the social practice theory of the subjectivity, which is laid out by Holland,
Skinner, Lachiotte and Cain in their seminal book, Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds
(1998), and further elaborated later by Holland and Leander (2004) and Holland & Lave (2001,
2009).
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In Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds these authors draw on the above insights
provided by Lave and Wenger, but further expand this work of articulating a practice-based
conceptualization of positioning and identity development. They suggest that “From a
Bakhtinian-sociohistoric perspective, persons develop through and around the cultural forms by
which they are identified, and identify themselves, in the context of their affiliation or
disaffiliation with those associated with those forms and practices.” (Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte
& Cain, 1998, p. 33). In their practice based theory of the development of self and practice,
Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte and Cain (1998) provide useful analytical terms for the notion of a
practice based theory of subjectivity, including the concept of figured worlds. This term refers to
the fact that learning and positioning (and thus the practice-based notion of subjectivity) always
takes place in contexts (practices) that are imbued with certain meanings and through which
participants make sense as they position themselves and are themselves positioned. This notion is
informed by the dialogical notion of human development as articulated by Bakhtin (1981) and
thus the notion that human development always includes meaning making, as opposed to the
notion that the meaning of any given action and positioning is given or inherent to a particular
practice. Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte and Cain define figured worlds in the following way,

Figured worlds rest upon people’s abilities to form and be formed in collectively realized
“as if” realms. What if gender relations were defined so that women had to worry about
whether they were attractive? […] What if there were a world called academia, where
books were so significant that people would sit for hour on end, away from friends and
family, writing them? People have the propensity to be drawn to, recruited for, and
formed in these worlds, and to become active in and passionate about them. People’s
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identities and agency are formed dialectically and dialogically in these “as if” worlds.
(Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte & Cain, 1998, p. 49)

The notion of these “as if” or figured worlds indicates that in any given practice and for the
purpose of analysis it is a central task to identify what kinds of meanings are being invoked in
certain contexts and how this ultimately shapes the ways in which people position themselves
and are themselves positioned. It is particularly the further elaborations on the practice based
theory of self as articulated by Holland and Lave (2001, 2009) that informs the present study. In
drawing on the insights of both Vygotsky and Bakhtin as articulated in Identity and Agency in
Cultural Worlds, Holland and Lave manage to further frame this perspective by also taking into
consideration the historically and politically charged nature of development at both the
individual and social-practice levels. They argue,

Our studies begin with ongoing, everyday life, and its differently located participants. If
we recognize that the participants are historically related, partially united, partially
divided, and surely always in conflict and tension through different political stances and
relations of power, then a reasonable designation for this would be “contentious local
practice”. We’re certainly arguing that taking part in contentious local practice shapes
intimate identities in complex ways – Vygotsky and Bakhtin have much to contribute to
analyzing these relations. But it is also the case that contentious practice is not only a
matter of local practice, local institutions, and local history. Local struggles are also
always part of larger historical, cultural, and political-economic struggles but in particular
local ways worked out in practice. (Holland & Lave, 2009, p. 3)
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In the above quote, Holland and Lave further explicate the political nature of a given practice, as
well as pay tribute to how local practices and struggles are never only local, but also at the same
time, always connected to, grow out of and contribute to larger struggles and practices. This
added articulation of the contentious, contradictory and possibly problematic nature of any given
practice vis-à-vis its connection to larger political, historical and cultural struggles moves beyond
the more apolitical, early articulations of practice theory of learning and identity (e.g. Lave &
Wenger), in which people and their participation in certain practices largely were treated as noncontradictory, and in which cultural communities were treated as bounded and relatively
uncomplicated (e.g. Rogoff, 1994).
One clarification that is necessary in drawing on the practice-based theory of subjectivity,
is that when the concept of subjectivity is defined as the constant and at times contradictory
process of becoming, then how do we possibly begin to study it? If subjectivity (or identity) is
not a fixed phenomenon across time and context, but rather something that is instantiated
continuously as the steady flow of actions in context, then how is it captured for the purpose of
study? In the present study, the process of identifying the students’ positionings vis-à-vis the
curriculum is analytically treated as the operationalization of subjectivity. The term positioning
grows out of both discursive and narrative psychology (Bamberg, 2004; Rom Harré & van
Langenhove, 1999) as well as social practice theory. In the present study, I draw primarily on the
conceptualization of positioning as defined by social practice theory perspectives (Holland &
Leander, 2004; Holland & Lave: 2001, 2009), in which positioning is conceptualized as the
continuous and sometimes contradictory instantiations of people’s behavior enacted in specific
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figured worlds. Holland and Leander (2004), in their special issue on positioning, define
positioning in the following way:

The social positioning of persons and groups, whether through everyday discourse,
spatial arrangement, text, film, or other media is now considered a primary means by
which subjects are produced and subjectivity forms. Power relations, in particular, are
thought to shape a person's self (or group's identity) through acts that distinguish and treat
the person as gendered, raced, classed, or other sort of subject. Likewise, regimes of
power/knowledge are conceived to create social categories such as "disabled", "troubled
youth", or "attractive women". A person or a group is "offered" or "afforded" a social
position when a powerful body, such as a governmental agency proposes a particular sort
of subject, a "felon," say, or a "sexual harasser," or an "at-risk" students and calls on an
individual to occupy the position. Faced with such an offer, the person may either accept
the position in whole or part, or try to refuse it (Bordieu 1977; Davies & Rom Harré
1990; Foucault 1975, 1988; Rom Harré & Van Langenhove 1991)." (p. 127)

In their definition of the concept of positioning Holland and Leander propose that subjectivities
always grow out of people’s engagement in local contentious practices (in the present study, the
history classroom) that are situated in and develop within larger historical institutionalized
struggles (in this study, racist and classist practices in the school, history of Danish colonialism
and slave trade, recent history of cultural racism in Denmark, “Nordic exceptionalism”, the
Global Citizenship Education movement). In a further elaboration of Holland and Lave’s take on
positionings, Hand and Gresalfi (2015) further define positionings in the following way,
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These acts of coordination and positioning take place in overt and subtle ways through
discourse, gesture, tools, and other features of interaction. We view the accumulation of
these moment-to-moment interactions as making social futures for individuals, for
example, as a person who learns to make connections between mathematical ideas, or as
a person who did not try hard in school. (Hand & Gresalfi, 2015, p. 201, emphasis added)

The study of positionings in the present study therefore includes investigating the students’
positionings vis-à-vis the curriculum and the teacher’s own positioning, including the utterances
they respond to or not, their gestures and how they engage each other in the figured world of the
history classroom. A similar concept to that of positioning is the notion of history-in-person as
articulated by Holland and Lave. History-in-person, as Holland and Lave (2009) suggest, is
enacted as people engage in particular local contentious practices that are themselves always
connected to larger historical struggles:

… history is brought to the present moment of local time/space in the body/minds of
actors. We call this set of relations between intimate, embodied subjectivities and local
practice, “history-in-person.” Here, think of Bakhtin’s basic idea of practice. The
person―the actor―is addressed by people and forces and institutions external to himself
or herself and responds using the words, genres, actions and practices of others. In time,
the person is forming in practice and so are the cultural resources that the person adapts
to author himself or herself in the moment. (Holland & Lave, 2009, p. 4)
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In the context of the present study, this theorizing of history-in-person as always taking place in
local practices that are situated within larger historical, institutionalized struggles is meaningful.
The local practice of the history classroom in the present study with its particular gender, racial,
class and colonial dynamics are situated within and grow out of – although also with its
particularities and the possibility for challenging – larger structural political-economic struggles.
While the history of Danish slavery and colonialism possibly might not be experienced by the
students as directly related to them, Holland and Lave’s (2001) framework makes it possible to
draw attention to how the students’ sense of national, global, and racial identities relate to, grow
out of and are connected to the overall history of the country’s participation in the transatlantic
slave trade.
By drawing on this conceptualization between history and subjectivity, the present study
explores these concrete local struggles, and dynamics of the school and the classroom as always
situated in relation to the larger historical struggles of racial, global capitalism, and specifically
the Danish history of slave trade. The move between the global and the local, or the global and
the intimate, is important because it allows us to situate ourselves and current struggles in the
context of history and enduring struggles as they are relevant to us. In Denmark this means
connecting current struggles around racism, xenophobia, inequality and an increase in
nationalism to the troubled history of slave trade and colonialism of the country. How we make
sense of and construct the past is relevant for how we understand and engage both the present
and our futures.
As suggested by Holland and Lave (2001), it might be useful to think about “day-to-day
struggles over community identities as in part staking claims into the future” (p.27). One of the
central features of the practice-based notion of subjectivity is that a person’s subjectivity never is
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monolithic or statically and mechanically extending across contexts. Indeed, as we position
ourselves in a particular context, we always negotiate the different positions (Lico & Luttrell,
2011) or cultural personas available in that context (Holland & Leander, 2004). In the current
study the available cultural positions could for example be, ”good high school student”, ”Danish
citizen”, ”global citizen”, “activist”, “anti-racist”, etc. In their work on high school students’
literacy and identities analyzed through the framework of Holland et al’s (1998) notion of
figured worlds, Luttrell and Parker (2001) point out how the production of subjectivity is the
ongoing everyday work that students have to negotiate as they engage with the positions they are
afforded in their educational context:

Student identities form as a result of day-to-day activities undertaken in the name of a
figured world. For example, students enrolled in an honors English class and students
enrolled in a woodworking class come to view the meaning of their reading and writing
differently (…) In short, as students fashion themselves through their daily literacy
practices, they negotiate their place within the hierarchy of figured worlds (p. 239)

Luttrell and Parker (ibid.) in drawing on the social practice framework emphasize how
subjectivity is always the ongoing process of negotiating the ways in which one is positioned by
others (e.g. when students are labeled with the powerful, institutional discourse of being ‘college
bound’ - or not), as well as the process of positioning oneself in certain figured worlds (e.g. when
young girls start taking vocational courses such as woodworking against gendered expectations
that they are not for them). This denotes how positioning is both something that can be done to
one (the more passive aspect of positioning) as well as something that we do by our own accord,
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including when we resist or challenge ways in which we are being positioned (the more
agentic/active aspect of positioning).
Positioning in this context therefore can be understood as the continuous and possibly
contradictory ways in which people see themselves in a particular context and how that in turn
shapes the ways in which they participate, contribute to or seek to transform a given situation.
Holland and Leander (2004) suggest that positioning be seen as productive processes where
people imagine themselves as certain kinds of people and thus act as certain kinds of people, at
least temporarily.
In the context of studying the production of subjectivities in education, it is important to
draw on the previously mentioned point of the centrality of cultural tools and their role in
affording certain kinds of subjectivities. Positioning, as already touched upon, never happens in a
vacuum, but rather takes place in “as-if” or figured worlds, that is, in practices imbued with
certain kinds of meanings and engaged with certain kinds of cultural tools. In their account of the
process of positioning or history-in-person as instantiated in concrete practices, Holland,
Lachiotte, Skinner and Cain (1998) and Holland and Lave (2001, 2009) aptly invoke Bakhtin’s
(1981) dialogism to further explain how positioning comes about. Bakhtin, another early Soviet
writer, who through his work on analyzing the novel as a particular type of discourse, developed
a theoretical framework for analyzing people’s discursive and narrative practices that remains
useful to this day. For the purpose of the present study Bakhtin’s notion of “answerability” is of
particular salience. Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte and Cain (1998) summarize this notion in the
following way,
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In short, the task of “answering to” others is a significant one. Bakhtin’s insistence of
dialogism, the always present, always operating, always demanding job of being in
dialogue with others, with one’s environment, forces attention to the present situation and
entails its importance in the space of authoring. We are reminded how unlikely it is that
one’s identities are ever settled, once and for all. Dialogism makes clear that what we call
identities are settled, once and for all. Dialogism makes clear that what we call identities
remain dependent upon social relations and material conditions. If these relations and
material conditions change, they must be “answered,” and old “answers” about who one
is may be undone. (p. 189)

As suggested at the beginning of the present chapter, the past, whenever invoked, is made
answerable, and the key analytical task from a positioning perspective then is to see how the past
is invoked and what kinds of ‘answers’ are made possible or afforded. In drawing on Bakhtin to
articulate their social practice of the development of subjectivity in practice, Holland and Lave
provide a useful analytical lens for the study of positioning as the continuous process of
answering to, engaging and thus authoring one’s self or subjectivity in the process. Bakhtin’s
notion of dialogism captures how every utterance, act and behavior always grow out of and
engage with ones that came before. Tappan (2005) in his account of Bakhtin’s perspectives for
the purpose of analyzing positioning further invokes the Bakhtinian term of ventriloquation to
address how the dialogical nature of self-authoring always is ideological or value-laden:

… the process of ventriloquation, which entails an ongoing ‘positionining [andrepositioning] of oneself with respect to others over time’ (Wortham, 2001, p. 147; see
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also Brown, 1998; Wertsch, 1991), ultimately leads Bakhtin (1981) to a consideration of
what he calls the process of ‘ideological becoming’. A speaking person, according to
Bakhtin (1981), is always, to one degree or another, an ‘ideologue’, because language is
always ‘a particular way of viewing the world, one that strives for social significance’ (p.
333). To understand the formation of an individual’s own ideology (and hence her
identity), therefore we must consider the process by which she appropriates others’
words, language and forms of discourse, as she constructs her own ideologically
mediated perspective on the world. (Tappan, 2005, p. 54)

The notion that the continuous flow of positioning in practice is akin to a process of ‘ideological
becoming’, namely that all acts are always political, is particularly useful for the study of the
Danish students’ positioning vis-à-vis the history of Danish colonialism and slavery. It will be of
particular importance to explore which positionings and discourses from the curriculum that the
students respond to, take up and/or challenge.
Studying the ways in which the history of Danish participation in the slave trade is being
afforded in the teaching and learning practices opens a window into understanding the current
moment of education as it manifests in Denmark with its historically particular aims, values and
stances as it shapes the ground for my particular inquiry of the history classroom. Central to my
pursuit of exploring how students are afforded certain kinds of subjectivities and positionings is
to explore how students make sense of and relate to this particular past vis-à-vis the tools and
horizons or futures they are afforded by the teacher. That is, the process to focus on is how the
students themselves grapple with these issues and how the curriculum (defined in this study as
both text and the practice in the classroom) afford them certain positionings with regard to
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national/global/racial identity, how they are implicated in history and how they interpret their
relationship to history mediated by their current context. Thus far, an outline has been provided
of the overall framework for the present investigation of how the teaching of the history of
Danish colonialism and slavery in a Danish high school context affords students’ certain
positionings that they have to negotiate. In the following section follows a review of the
literature on history education, specifically the sociocultural perspectives on the teaching of
history, its major aims and some of the gaps in the literature.

The Practice of Teaching History. In the field of history education, the term ‘history
wars’ refers to the fact that how and what should be taught in the field of history is not readily
agreed upon, but rather hotly disputed along political lines. The term has been applied
particularly in debates over how to teach the history of colonization (Parkes, 2007). Where the
teaching of history as a practice can be used to critically examine colonialism and slavery
depending on how it is taught, it can also, perhaps not surprisingly, be used to excuse and
whitewash this atrocious history. Generally, the teaching of history in formal educational settings
has been argued to foster development of national identity and support the status quo. In his
account of the teaching of history Wertsch (1997, 2002) argues that there are three key
instrumental functions that historical texts traditionally have thought to serve: 1) provide people
with ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson, 1991) such as the idea of the nation state, 2) provide a
group identity vis-à-vis stories about the nation state and finally 3) foster loyalty in nation-state
citizens towards these stories and thereby the nation as an idea. (Wertsch, 1997, p. 8). Carretero
and Bermudez (2012) similarly suggest that history teaching has been used to provide people
with a national identity, and further argue, by drawing on numerous comparative studies of how
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history textbooks have been written across countries, that history education and the narratives
that are promoted in textbooks at the school level have certain features in common:

a) The search for a significant relationship between the representation of the past and
formation of identity, whether national, local, or cultural; b) The conflict between
mythical and objectified histories; c) The social need to reelaborate past conflicts in
function of the undertaking of future projects, and d) The still incipient utility of
generating a comparison between alternative histories of the same past. (Carretero &
Bermudez, 2012, p. 626)

While it is clear that the teaching of history, particularly in formal educational settings, has been
used to serve purposes of nation building, the present study was developed with an attention to
the possibility that history teaching can be used to challenge and interrogate those kinds of
nationalist tendencies in the writing and doing of history. Bermudez (2015) provides an overview
of four pedagogical tools that she argues can be used to teach history with the aim of engaging
students in ‘critical inquiry’: problem posing (“why does this matter/what does this mean?”),
reflective skepticism (“is this statement accurate/is this data relevant?”), multi-perspectivity
(“how did different actors experience this/who has a stake in this problem and its solution?”) and
finally, systemic thinking (“why did this happen/has it always been the same?”) (p. 114). By
suggesting these four tools for critical inquiry, she argues that history teachers are in a unique
position to provide students with opportunities to critically engage with history beyond the
traditional nation-building purposes and thus represents along with other perspectives (Barton &
Levstik, 2004; Epstein, 2009) the part of the history education field that argues teaching history
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should be done with the purpose and aim of social justice. In drawing primarily on sociocultural
perspectives of the teaching of history as well as memory research, Wertsch has similarly
provided a framework (1997, 2002) that suggests that the main aim of the teaching of history
should be to provide students with the possibility of developing what he calls a ‘usable past’. As
he writes,

Following in the tradition of figures such as Vygotsky and Bakhtin, the starting point in
this inquiry is that memory, both individual and collective, is usually mediated. This is
the basic tenet of the sociocultural analysis of mediated action that underlies account of
collective memory […] In analyzing collective memory from this perspective, I pay
particular attention to the role of narrative texts as cultural tools. The functional dualism
of these tools means that memory can be used to provide accurate accounts of the past as
well as accounts that are “usable” in the present for various political and cultural
purposes. (Wertsch, 2002, p. 66, emphasis added)

The notion of a ‘usable past’ suggests that we think about the teaching-learning of history as an
important practice that includes offering opportunities to develop tools that can be used for
present and future activities. The notion of a ‘usable past’ stands in stark contrast to notions of
history as static knowledge that can be cognitively transferred and stored. This way of
conceptualizing history, not as an assortment of facts that can readily be acquired, memorized,
and regurgitated, but rather, and in line with the previous account of the CHAT perspective on
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learning and development, as the continuous process of developing and transforming tools in
ongoing practices.
While the field of history teaching in general largely has moved beyond the transfer
model of history as an assembly of static facts (even if the actual school practices might be
lagging behind, see e.g. Barton and Levstik’s, 2004, critical review of the discrepancy between
teacher’s critical and pedagogical credentials and their actual teaching practices), there is still no
ready agreement on best practices for how to teach history. As Epstein and Salinas (2018) argue
in their review of the various methodological approaches in studying the teaching of history as
reflective of different ways of conceptualizing history education (disciplinary, sociocultural and
historical consciousness approaches), one approach to conceptualizing the teaching of history is
the disciplinary one. This approach is exemplified by Seixas and Peck (2004) who outline six
elements of historical thinking that they consider to be the main aims of the teaching of history in
schools: for students to develop a sense of historical significance, to engage questions of
epistemology and evidence, for students to recognize and identify historical continuity and
change, as well as progress and decline, for students to develop empathy and moral judgment,
and finally for students to be engaged in questions of human agency (pp. 111-113). Their outline
of the various elements mirrors the general scientific or disciplinary approach to the study of
history. The significant aspect of Seixas and Peck’s (2004) outline of what historical thinking
entails is that it is written in a generalized way without acknowledging who the learner is, what
her position with regards to the particular history is, and how this might affect what historical
thinking is. Consider, for example, the element of historical significance, which Seixas and Peck
(2004) define as the distinction between what is important historical knowledge and what is
merely trivial. In this approach, there appears to be no clear acknowledgement of how historical
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significance necessarily is subjectively defined - and thus is not “a given” that is universally
defined once and for all. Although Seixas and Peck (2004) briefly mention that significance is
relational in that it has to inform those of us who are doing the historical thinking about who we
are today, historical significance is still defined as a generally achievable phenomenon without
any apparent contradictions. In this rendition, the “we” seems to imply a homogenous group that
is not itself situated at a particular junction in history and social dynamics. Secondly, and related
to the first point, there is no emphasis on the larger aims of why we engage in promoting
historical thinking. Rather, it seems that historical thinking on its own, mirroring the scientific
approach, is valued in and of itself and the main aim is that students should learn to exhibit the
skills of historical thinking as defined within these terms. However, the gap of addressing the
question of the role of identity in learning is addressed more poignantly by the sociocultural
approach as Epstein and Salinas (2018) argue.
The question about who the learner is in relation to history acknowledges the constructed
nature of historical knowledge (in contradiction to the implicit assumptions that historical
significance is achieved outside of considering who is constructing the knowledge) and its
relationship to ongoing sociopolitical and economic conflicts and struggles in the world; at least
it has the potential to. This assumption has to do with understanding that history is about real
material struggles in the world that take place in contemporary contexts while continuing
legacies of the past and, therefore, people have different stakes in the narratives about the past as
they relate to these ongoing struggles and their challenges today. There has been a growth in the
last two decades of studies that consider the role of the identity of teacher and students who are
doing the historical learning (Epstein & Salinas, 2018). This is important because it
acknowledges that every single one of us has a stake in history vis-à-vis our own positioning
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with regards to the struggles in the world, if we define history as an ongoing flow of continuous
social practices to which we all contribute (Stetsenko & Vianna, 2006), and not only the
continuous flow, but also the contradictory flows of social practices. This goes for both teachers
and students. As Terrie Epstein so poignantly argues, “teaching and learning history is much
more than a cognitive or academic exercise about argumentation or evidence; teaching and
learning are cultural and political acts in which schools promote state sanctioned knowledge and
silence alternative interpretations of history and society.” (2009, p. 6). Epstein and Schiller
(2005) suggest, as they addressed the then gap in attending to what role the identity of the
teacher in the field of history education played, that teachers should explore this further:

Teachers can examine how their own social identities shape their knowledge and beliefs
about national history. Also, they can step up their efforts to assess students' knowledge
and beliefs both before and during instruction. Teachers can learn from students whose
social identities differ from theirs and incorporate these perspectives into instruction on
national history. They can do this by remembering that there is not one but multiple
interpretations of history and by paying special attention to the interpretations and
perspectives of historians who may share the social identities of their students. (Epstein &
Schiller, 2005, p. 203)

While there has been a growth in sociocultural studies on history education with particular
attention to the role that identity (racial, gendered, religious, etc.) play in the teaching-learning of
history, no study so far has examined this in a Danish context, specifically on the Danish slave
trading past. This study therefore contributes to filling a gap in Danish critical educational
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research of exploring in-depth the intimate relationship between identity and learning in the
teaching of this particularly important yet neglected history of Denmark.
The point that teachers can and should consider and pay careful attention to how their
own identities are central in shaping their teaching practice, draws attention to the political
nature of all teaching-learning practices. Operating as state-sanctioned institutions, formal
educational settings embody the many contradictory aims and values of capitalist, Western
society. Levinson and Holland emphasize this point by arguing the following,

…set in the space between the local and the national, modern schools provide a
contradictory resource to those students who might benefit from their teachings and
credentials. Ironically, schooled knowledges and disciplines may, while offering certain
freedoms and opportunities, at the same time further draw students into dominant projects
of nationalism and capitalist labor formation, or bind them even more tightly to systems
of class, gender and race inequality. (Levinson & Holland, 1996, p.1)

While mainstream educational research seems to hold on to the more positive promises of
education as a democratizing vehicle in an otherwise unequal society, Marxist and other critical
educational perspectives have long pointed towards the very complicated and complicit role that
formal education plays and has played in capitalist society. For example, as Giroux (2013) points
out, education as a compulsory institutionalized practice is deeply implicated in the politics of
power, and in spite of an educational discourse at both the political and pedagogical level that
appears a-political, there can be no mistake that what goes on in the classroom is in fact never
neutral (Apple, 1993; 2004). Deciding what we teach and for what purposes is a political act that
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inevitably reflects and supports the given ideology, values and subjectivities at any time. Apple
argues,

The curriculum is never simply a neutral assemblage of knowledge, somehow appearing
in the texts and classrooms of a nation. It is always part of a selective tradition,
someone's selection, some group's vision of legitimate knowledge. It is produced out of
the cultural, political, and economic conflicts, tensions, and compromises that organize
and disorganize people (1993, p.22)

In fact, Vygotsky argued a very similar point early on in his work when he suggested the
following,

Pedagogics is never and was never politically indifferent, since, willingly or
unwillingly, through its own work on the psyche, it has always adopted a particular social
pattern, political line, in accordance with the dominant social class that has guided its
interests. (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 348; quoted in Daniels, 2001, p.5)

Informed by the insights of Vygotsky and drawing on Stetsenko’s (2008, 2013, 2015)
transformative epistemology and ontology, my concern with examining the curriculum in
practice is to understand, in part, the ways in which the students make sense of the past, present
and future as connected. The history classroom could be – depending on the ways in which
history is engaged – a site for students to understand themselves as situated in and relating to
particular cultural historical practices in which their contribution (continuous flow of

36

positionings) ultimately matters and is needed. Particularly in the context of the increasingly
xenophobic present in Denmark, an ability to understand the country’s violent and racist history
as related to this present is crucial in addressing the problematic non-conversation about race in
the country today. Learning about the Danish history of slave trade at a time of heightened
anxiety around preserving national borders and national privileges could propel students to take a
critical stance about what it means to be Danish and what it means to be a global citizen. It is this
possibility for deploying history as a tool to fuel activist and meaningful positionings and
contributions that might be useful to understand how we can engage history with a certain vision
for the future. The main challenge in engaging these questions is that there is a general lack of
interest and investment from the public’s side in even exploring the meaning of the Danish
history of the slave trade. Editor-in-chief of Politiken, a major central-left newspaper in
Denmark, Bo Lidegaard (2013) recently wrote in an op-ed on the topic,

Injustices have happened, and wrongdoings took place (...) But even though we have an
inheritance and debt, it does not mean that we have a responsibility to atone for, just as
we should not seek greatness in our role as the great oppressors, who now have to
apologize for the wrongdoings of the past (...) If we want to leave the past behind us, and
thereby also the injustices it contains, each and one of us must take individual
responsibility for our current situation and our future. That can only happen when we
abstain from handing out historical blame, demanding apologies or seeking victim roles.
(my translation)
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The sentiment expressed in this brief quote seems to capture the Danish government’s stance on
the question about how to relate to the Danish past of slavery. It also echoes a neoliberal way of
relating to the past: the past is in the past, and the only way to overcome injustices is to look out
for ourselves individually and to our future. The call to move beyond the past is more than a bit
ironic given the Danish state’s complete lack of engagement with the topic. In contrast to many
other European colonial powers, the Danish state has never offered any public apology for the
atrocities that the slave trade and slavery incurred, much less any kinds of reparations. Moreover,
the teaching of the topic is not mandatory and most Danish students will therefore go through
decades of schooling without ever getting to learn about the country’s history of slavery. In the
following section, the meaning of colonial amnesia and epistemologies of ignorance (Mills,
1997, 2007; Tuana, 2004) will be explored as part of tje review of the critical race theory lens
deployed in the analysis.

Critical Race Theory Perspectives on Learning and Education. In the previous
sections I have outlined how both cultural historical activity theory (CHAT), social practice
theory and perspectives from the teaching of history informs the present study. One key gap in
all of this literature, however, is a serious engagement with issues of race and racism. By
drawing on critical race theory perspectives (Ladson-Billings & Tatum, 1995; Solórzano, 1997)
Nasir and Hand (2006) point out how race has been undertheorized and left out of Vygotskian
and CHAT scholarship. As they argue,
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While sociocultural theories offer frameworks for the conceptualization of multiple
factors, processes, and levels of analysis, they have not tended to include the pointed
discussion about race and power that is required to understand race, culture, and learning
in America’s schools (Nasir & Hand, 2006, p. 450)

What Nasir and Hand point out is that in spite of cultural historical activity theory’s explicit
commitment to understanding learning and development as situated both culturally and
historically, this perspective has been markedly lacking in articulating and addressing the
poignant issues of race and racism. As Nasir and Hand further argue, this gaping absence in the
field of CHAT studies, particularly in the field of education, is telling, especially as it stands in
contrast with this perspective’s otherwise Marxist and critical outlook:

Although the view of culture put forth in sociocultural accounts certainly facilitates
analyses of everyday learning and development from a cultural perspective, it rarely
addresses the political nature of culture. Nor has it explicitly fostered ways to understand
relations between race and learning. (p. 463, emphasis added)

This absence of addressing questions of race and racism in the field of CHAT and critical
education studies undoubtedly is connected to the whiteness of academia and is an issue that
scholars of color have been pointing out for a long time: that white Marxist scholars, and
particularly Vygotskian scholars who in contradiction to their commitments to a framework that
is often couched as ‘revolutionary’ (Nasir & Hand, 2006), have not addressed the serious issues
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we face as a society when it comes to race and racism, but rather have focused on issues of class
or gender in considering issues of power and oppression. Leonardo and Manning (2017) in their
similar critique of the CHAT perspective’s lack of addressing issues of race and racism, suggest
that in the few instances when CHAT finally considers issues of race it is through studies that
investigates the learning and development of students of color, not that of white students:

When Vygotsky is invoked for the service of understanding racialized contexts, he is
used to illuminate the socio-cultural world of students of color, usually to promote
cultural and linguistic diversity as an asset (Gutierrez 2000; Lee 2000). This line of
appropriation has much to recommend it, for which Moll’s (2001) work has been
exemplar. However, we would like to take Vygotsky’s insights into a new direction. By
neglecting the development of students within the condition of whiteness, this set of
empirical and theoretical research brackets what is arguably the most dominant
ideological as well as material force in multiracial societies like the US. Inclusion in this
context faces the daunting task of countering the force of globalized whiteness (Allen
2002; Leonardo 2002), whose power cannot be underestimated. (Leornardo & Manning,
2017, pp. 16-17)

Defining white supremacy as a “socio-historical process that works to ensure white racial
domination through various social institutions and through the maintenance of a white racial
common sense (Leonardo 2013; Mills 1997)”, Leonardo and Manning (2017, p. 16) argue that if
CHAT perspectives are to be used for antiracist scholarly practices, this perspective should be
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deployed to address the learning (and unlearning) of white supremacy. By invoking Vygotsky’s
probably most widely accepted and used concept throughout the entire field of education, that of
the zone of proximal development (ZPD), Leonardo and Manning suggest that when it comes to
challenging racism inherent in education, we need to explore and challenge what they call the
white zone of proximal underdevelopment:

When applied to the study of race and whiteness, the ZPD goes through another
transformation. What do we make of white development within a racialized predicament
wherein their accurate, if not scientific, grasp of the racial formation is frustrated at every
turn by their own ideological investment in maintaining power relations as they are? In
fact, it is possible that the white mind in society, or white ZPD, is precisely that form of
cognition that works against learning in advance of whites’ actual development and rather
maintains a white zone of proximal underdevelopment (ZPUD). (Leonardo & Manning,
2017, p. 24)

This point of the underdevelopment of white people in society as suggested by Leonardo and
Manning complicates an otherwise important point made by DeCuir and Dixon (2004), who in
their piece on critical race theory in education suggest that a critical race theory perspective on
education includes understanding whiteness as access to “high-quality” education. They argue
the following,
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Another tenet of CRT is the notion of Whiteness as property. Legal CRT scholar Harris
(1995) argues that due to the history of race and racism in the United States and the role
that U.S. jurisprudence has played in reifying conceptions of race, the notion of
Whiteness can be considered a property interest (p. 280)." According to Harris, property
functions on three levels: the right of possession, the right to use, and the right to
disposition. Furthermore, the right to transfer, the right of use and enjoyment, and the
right of exclusion are essential attributes associated with property rights. Harris suggests
that these functions and attributes of property historically have been deployed in the
service of establishing Whiteness as a form of property. Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995)
suggest that in utilizing a CRT perspective to analyze educational inequity, the
curriculum, and, specifically, access to a high-quality, rigorous curriculum, has been
almost exclusively enjoyed by White students. (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004, p. 28, emphasis
added)

The point made by DeCuir and Dixon that whiteness as property is instantiated in the ways in
which access to education systematically and historically has been denied and continues to be
denied to people of color, particularly working class people of color (vis-à-vis the history of
segregation, present-day de-facto segregation and defunding of public education, see e.g. Fine &
Ruglis, 2009) is worth noting. However, a contradiction remains at the same time: for white
supremacy to remain unchallenged, issues of race and racism cannot be explored and exposed in
those same “rigorous”, “high-quality” curricula that white students are favored. An important
addendum to DeCuir and Dixon’s point therefore about whiteness as being access to “highquality” education in drawing on Leonardo and Manning’s point about white zones of proximal
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underdevelopment, is to stress that the notion of “rigorous” curriculum is compromised by the
simultaneous commitment to a curriculum that produces ignorance around questions about race,
racism and systemic inequality.
It is by drawing on these critical race theory insights that I conduct the analysis by
looking specifically at how race and racism is configured in the practice of teaching the history
of Danish slavery and colonialism. It should be noted that while critical race theory in the field of
education grows out of a U.S. context, I readily draw on many of the insights provided in this
field for the present study in Denmark and the USVI, albeit not without an attention to the
particular socio-historical ways in which white supremacy and race relations develop across the
U.S. and Denmark. As I have argued previously, Denmark is particularly lacking in a serious
engagement with race and racism and it is therefore informed by the critical race perspectives
developed in the U.S. context that the next sections provides a review of the racial status quo of
Denmark as it relates to the present investigation of students’ positionings vis-à-vis the teachinglearning practice of the Danish history of slavery and colonialism.

Active Forgetting and Epistemologies of Ignorance. Based even on a quick glance at
the contemporary Danish public landscape, political debates and discourses, the history of the
Danish slave trade is barely part of the collective memory. The topic is not mandatorily taught in
schools, there are no museums dedicated to this part of Danish history, nor are there any slave
ships reconstructed from the time (in contrast to reconstructions of Viking ships,
commemorating the “victorious past” - possibly not unsurprisingly due to the different kinds of
national stories which each reconstruction bolsters). However, this is not because there are no
remnants from the slave trade, but rather because they are hidden in plain sight, so to say. Many
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buildings in Denmark are intimately tied into the history of the Danish slave trade - unbeknownst
to most people in Denmark - including the very house where the Prime Minister resides,
Marienborg, which was built on money generated from enslaved labor in the sugar plantations.
In a dissertation on colonial aesthetics in Denmark, Mathias Danbolt (2013) explores how Danes
continue to consume products (coffee, candy, cocoa, vanilla, sugar, etc.) adorned with racist
imagery and nostalgic references to our colonial past (a topic which ended up being salient
during my data collection because the teacher included this debate in the curriculum).
Debates about the problematic nature of this consumption of nostalgic colonial imagery
erupt from time to time, and often bring with them both outrage as well as arguments of the kind
expressed by the editor-in-chief, Bo Lidegaard from the newspaper Politiken, who I quoted
earlier from an article in which he argued that the past is the past and we should not get too
worked up about it. Fletcher (2012) terms the tendency of former colony powers to either ignore
the history of domination or, if dealt with, downplaying the gruesome details of the colonial
reign “imperialist amnesia” (p. 423). While the early part of 2017 saw a heightened focus in
Danish media on the slave trading past of Denmark as related to the centennial of the sale of the
former Danish West Indies to the U.S., the notion of active forgetting or the production of
unknowledge might be more apt than the notion of imperial or colonial amnesia in characterizing
how the Danish media, state and public otherwise engages with this particular aspect of Danish
history. In her analysis of the meaning of epistemologies of ignorance in resistance movements,
specifically the women’s movement, Tuana (2004, 2006) argues that exploring the production of
ignorance and how we come to not know, is just as important as it is to explore and outline the
knowledge production process. She writes,
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An important aspect of an epistemology of ignorance is the realization that ignorance
should not be theorized as a simple omission or gap but is, in many cases, an active
production. Ignorance is frequently constructed and actively preserved, and is linked to
issues of cognitive authority, doubt, trust, silencing, and uncertainty. (Tuana, 2004, p.
195)

This study was specifically born out of an effort to confront the vast ignorance that characterizes
most Danes’ engagement with the topic. Charles W. Mills, in his work The Racial Contract
(1997), explains the relationship between whiteness and willful ignorance,

On matters related to race, the Racial contract prescribes for its signatories an inverted
epistemology, an epistemology of ignorance, a particular pattern of localized and global
cognitive dysfunctions (which are psychologically and socially functional), producing the
ironic outcome that whites will in general be unable to understand the world they
themselves have made. (p. 18; quoted in Tuana, 2006, p. 11)

Interestingly, when this history is finally dealt with in a Danish context, the argument is often
advanced that we should not feel any guilt or responsibility today, as it transpires in the abovementioned editor-in-chief statement by Bo Lidegaard in Politiken (2013). This argument reflects
the sentiment that if and when the past of slavery and colonialism finally is engaged, it must not
be uncomfortable, especially not for white Danish people whose feelings, it is assumed, must be
“protected.”
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A plethora of literature in the field of education has been dedicated to explore how to
create ‘safe’ conditions for having conversations about race and racial oppression (Bolgatz,
2005; Glazier, 2003; Tatum, 1992). The rationale for the need for this kind of literature is often
that it is difficult for teachers to engage students in these kinds of conversation without risking
the situation running out of their hands. However, the very notion that conversations about race
could be safe is premised on a false assumption that it is possible to speak about race and the
violent history that it took to produce the social construct of race from a distance or separately
from the ways in which the construct of race still works to oppress or privilege people today.
Indeed, as Mills (1997) argues, race is present in everything. Critical race scholars Leonardo and
Porter (2010), in a critique of the call for safety, point out how safety really only means safety
for white people:

…. the term ‘safety’ acts as a misnomer because it often means that white individuals can
be made to feel safe. Thus, a space of safety is circumvented, and instead a space of
oppressive color-blindness is established. It is a managed health-care version of antiracism, an insurance against ‘looking racist’. (p. 147)

In contrast to this false attempt at “safety”, Leonardo and Porter call for a need to engage in risky
conversations as the less violent approach to engaging discussions about race and racial
supremacy in education, and caution that by no means do race dialogues challenge or transform
the violent, material conditions that make up race and white supremacy inside and outside the
classroom. However, if we fail to challenge the goal and value of white safety in education, we
promulgate the protection of continued white ignorance and de facto racism.
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“Nordic exceptionalism” and Danish Whiteness. What makes the UNESCO
participating Danish high school an important site for exploring how students make sense of the
history of slavery and colonialism, as well as examining the neocolonial2 tensions in the project
Breaking the Silence, including relations between the local and global scales in education, is the
very fact that Denmark and the Nordic region in general have managed to position themselves as
standing outside of discussions of colonialism and white supremacy. This, in spite of the region’s
history of slave trade and colonialism. While most other European colonial powers have engaged
in what is known as a “politics of regret,” Denmark and the Nordic region at large have excelled
by staying mostly silent on their colonial and slave trading past (Andersen, 2013). The Nordic
exceptionalist construction belies the fact that the Nordic region and Nordic subjectivities indeed
grow out of and are deeply connected to their (global) colonial pasts and present. It conceals
what recent critical Nordic studies are pointing towards, namely how Nordic subjectivities are
always constructed in relation to the construction of Nordic ‘others,’ exposing how the local and
global scales in production of subjectivity are intimately tied together.
In the void of interrogations of how this history is invoked, it is central to further probe
into the role of education and specifically the history classroom as a site for both reproducing as

Note here that the term neocolonialism is used to highlight how the present world order, namely
practices of globalization and racial capitalism to which educational practices are central
(Wickens & Sandlin 2007), is historically connected to and extend from the history of
colonialism. In contrast, the term postcolonialism refers to the scholarly paradigm that has taken
as its aim to expose the history of colonialism and challenge the present conditions of
neocolonialism, specifically from the position of the subaltern (Spivak 1988; Gramsci, 1992).
While the term postcolonialism sometimes mistakenly has been understood to denote that
colonialism is over, the term neocolonialism clearly demarcates that the present world order is
deeply connected to the history of what has been termed “traditional colonialism” (Altbach and
Kelly, 1978 as cited in Wickens & Sandlin, 2007).
2
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well as challenging this problematic narrative of Nordicness and concretely, Danish nationalism
with its respective subjectivities and constructions of the Nordic and Danish ‘Other’. Danish
history of colonialism and participation in the slave trade is not only a crack in the foundation of
the exceptionalism narrative, but indeed undermines it and exposes how all the positive features
of the narrative about the Nordic region (of gender equality, economic equality, a fair welfare
system, etc.) are decidedly only for those who are considered part of what gated community of
the Nordic region and in this particular study, Denmark.
A cruel irony that exposes the contradictions of the progessivist narrative of “Nordic
exceptionalism” at the intersection of gender and race transpired right after women in Denmark
in 1915 won the right to vote, a historical event that is often heralded as an example of the early
gender progressive politics of Denmark today. At their first chance of using the newly gained
right to vote, the Danish women voted to sell the then Danish West Indies to the U.S., without
the voting input from the then Danish West Indians. No vote was offered to the people for whom
the sale would have the greatest impact. In light of the present day narrative of ‘Nordic
exceptionalism’ to which gender equality is a central piece, this part of the Danish history in the
USVI is telling about how gender equality was always divided by race, citizenship and class,
among other things.
The recent wave of interest in and promotion of Nordicness and “Nordic exceptionalism”
(to which branding of products from the Nordic region as well as branding of cultural and
educational outputs from the region as the distillation of some sort of Nordic essence is central)
is gaining traction and more popular support across the political spectrum in exactly being the
promotion of a regional identity, not a national identity. This celebration of a Nordic identity as
opposed to state-based nationalism seems to be protected against accusations of being old-
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fashioned and is perhaps not unrelated to the present context of a neoliberal promotion of
globalization to which national borders and nationalism are now deemed antiquated
constructions. However, aside from the fact that the construction of Nordicness is not directly
associated with a nation, it draws on all the same principles that national identity construction
does, namely the idea that there is a shared, non-contradictory cultural and historical heritage
amongst a homogenous group of people who reside in a bounded geographical area. To put it in
other words, this production of Nordicness hinges on the very same principles as nationalist
subjectivities do: a naturally bounded community with shared visions, goals and dreams. It
creates a myth of shared identity, and thus wipes out class or any other contradictions, and most
importantly, while not explicitly, the construction of Nordicness relies on a silent production of
white supremacy. It is with this understanding of the problematic relationship between Danish
nationalism and Nordic exceptionalism and the understanding that white supremacy is woven
into both, that I in the present study explore the positionings of the students through a critical
race theory lens.
While debates about nationalism in Denmark abound, race is a much less discussed topic
and when taken up, is often vaguely and ill-articulated. In spite of being a former slave trading
nation and colonial power, race is an almost non-existing word in the Danish vocabulary. There
are multiple reasons for this. As Goldberg (2006) suggests in an extensive analysis of what race
has meant to Europe since its early history of colonialism, the act of “burying race alive”
happened following the tragedy of World War II:

For Europeans, race is not, or really is no longer. European racial denial concerns
wanting race in the wake of World War II categorically to implode, to erase itself. This is
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a wishful evaporation never quite enacted, never satisfied. A desire at once frustrated and
displaced, racist implications always lingering and diffuse, silenced but assumed, always
already returned and haunting, buried but alive. (2006, p. 334)

It might be worth adding here ‘for white Europeans’. There is no doubt that race and racism
plays a central role in the fabric of Europe today. However, the point that Goldberg articulates is
how white Europe has managed to make the Holocaust the centerpiece for all discussions of race
and racism, and thus evade discussions of the neocolonial aftermath and present day issues of
Islamophobia. He further argues, “(…) in making the Holocaust the reference point for race, in
the racial erasure thus enacted in the European theatre, another evaporation is enacted. Europe’s
colonial history and legacy dissipate, if not disappear.” (p.336). This history does not disappear,
of course, however, as is argued, white Europe has sought to be make it invisible. White Europe
would like to appear as if it dealt with its deep seated issues of race and racism without
addressing the ways in which race and racism continues to shape and define the region. In the
anthology Afronordic Landscapes – Equality and Race in Northern Europe, McEachrane (2013)
similarly argues: “the widespread post-WWII political rejection of race has led to a bizarre
situation where race is said to have no meaning whereas an argument can be made that in Europe
if any social distinctions have more meaning.” (2013, p. 99).
As Goldberg (2006) argues, racisms do not just disappear, but rather “have a history of
traveling, and transforming in their circulation” (p.333). In Denmark, the emergence of cultural
racism has been traced to the 1970s and 1980s when the first wave in recent times of non-white
immigrants began (Wren, 2001). While the public current nationalist myth, that Denmark is a
homogenous society that only recently experienced a wave of immigration (a myth propagated
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by both the left and the right in Denmark), in reality is that the Danish nation state and its
corresponding singular national identity is only a fairly recent construction (Brincker, 2003). At
the beginning of the 18th century Denmark was in fact multi-cultural and multi-lingual
(Feldbaek, 1991) and only later during the middle of the eighteenth century did the Danish
national identity become defined as monolingual and mono-cultural.
In the face of economic restructuring and the influx of immigrants in the 1970s, Denmark
became a fertile ground for a particular form of cultural racism that was interlocked with a notion
of the geographical national state as a bounded cultural entity (Wren, 2001). The relationship
between racial and national identity are in this sense inseparable in the Danish context where the
construction of what it means to be Danish is synonymous with being white (Jensen &
Loftsdóttir, 2012). McEachrane (2013) in his analysis of the Danish national identity argues the
following:

it would be misleading to describe Nordic and other European states as race-neutral (or
race-equal) and based on a universal respect of human dignity. Rather they are better
described as racial states that both in theory and practice privilege the humanity of white
people. (p.103)

Stuart Hall (1996) addressed this connection between nationalism and white supremacy when
discussing how British racism relies on the construction of a regressive, bounded construction of
Englishness that excludes Blacks. As argued by Balibar (1991), no nation state has a fixed
ethnicity or race for that matter, so one must be made up by constructions of histories, songs,
traditions, etc. While the public debate in Denmark is characterized by downplaying race and
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portraying Denmark as ‘raceless’ (Goldberg, 2006), race - now proxied by religion, ethnicity or
culture - is the foremost organizing principle for state-interventions and growing nationalism. As
Paul Gilroy (2013 argues, this very rendering of race as invisible in the Nordic region makes it
particularly challenging to bring up a serious debate and engagement with the issue. He writes,

Asking people to appreciate the great depth to which the political ontology of race has
been inscribed in the scientific, scholarly and cultural achievements of the Nordic world
will often involve working against the grain of social democratic habits. That request is
likely to generate shock, hostility, disbelief and even disorientation. However, the change
of perspective it can foster is an important part of the wider struggle to strengthen Europe
through the recovery of its bloody, colonial histories. Without access to that shocking
past, without the removal of the cultural and psychological screens that block
contemporary consideration of its horrors, Europe has no chance to comprehend its
present circumstances or to plan for a democratic future…” (Gilroy, 2013, p.xii)

In the above quote, Gilroy succinctly addresses the colorblindness and the ahistoricism that
colorblindness requires, which characterizes the Nordic region. The present study is situated in
this understanding of the racial status quo in the Nordic region, and Denmark more specifically,
as described by Gilroy in the above quote: a racial status quo that is largely unaware of itself.
Gloria Wekker’s (2016) descriptions of Dutch society - by drawing on Mills (2007) - as defined
by an “ignorant militant, aggressive not to be intimidated ignorance”, apply similarly as a
description of the current Danish racial status quo:
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The behavior and speech acts [of white Dutch people] do not speak of innocence but
rather of “an ignorant militant, aggressive, not to be intimidated, ignorance that is active,
dynamic, that refuses to go quietly - not at all confined to the illiterate and uneducated
but propagated at the highest levels of the land, indeed presenting itself unblushingly as
knowledge.” (Mills, 2007, 13, emphasis in original) (Wekker, 2016, p.18).

She further notes, “[i]nnocence, in other words, thickly describes part of a dominant white,
Dutch way of being in the world. The claim of innocence, however, is a double-edged sword: it
contains not-knowing, but also not wanting to know…” (Wekker, 2016, p.17). In his 1998 book
Even in Sweden, Alan Pred wrote about the growing mainstream racists sentiments in a country
that otherwise had managed to project an image of itself as a largely egalitarian, open-minded,
peace promoting welfare state. Pred’s project was that of exposing how not just the far-right, but
mainstream Sweden was deeply implicated in the racialization and racist practices in Swedish
society and his work influences my current attempt to address similar issues in Denmark.

UNESCO and the Production of Global Citizens: Education as a Valve For
Neocolonial Tensions. In the previous sections, I have explored the production of subjectivity in
education as well as how the history classroom on the Danish history of slavery as a particular
cultural-historical practice has the potential to both challenge, complicate and bolster various
kinds of positionings with regard to the Nordic exceptionalist narrative as well as Danish
nationalism. In this section I will explore a third concept that in some ways supersedes both the
national and regional positionings, namely the notion of global citizenship. The current project
includes my collaboration with a teacher and his high school’s participation in the UNESCO
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collaboration and project called Breaking the Silence – Transatlantic Slave Trade (TST). The
project was launched in 1998 with the goal of improving the way the history of the transatlantic
slave trade is taught. At the time when the project developed, the teaching of Danish history of
slave trade was still something that was hardly taking place in Danish schools (at any of its
levels). This is still the case today, although the participation in the UNESCO project has started
a national network of some educators who are seeking to specialize in the topic.
The Danish participation in the UNESCO project therefore is a first attempt at beginning
to take seriously this part of Danish history at the educational level and the network of 17
participating schools nationally could be considered the site of expertise on the topic in
Denmark. Being a UNESCO project, the goals of the TST project align with and echo the global
citizenship education paradigm with its call for attention to diversity, inequality and solidarity in
the approach to teaching this vulnerable topic. As part of this particular broader UNESCO
collaboration, a connection between Danish and US Virgin Island educators was established,
which has resulted in an educational exchange between the two places. It is in this context that I
visited the US Virgin Islands (further elaborated in the Methodology section). In the following I
explore the UNESCO collaboration with a particular focus on the notion of global citizenship.
The aim is to explore how the history classroom -- and later the visit by the Danish history
teacher alongside two of his students to the US Virgin Island as part of their participation in the
international educational collaboration -- affords firstly the students, but also the teacher certain
kinds of positionings vis-a-vis history of the slave trade. That is, how are students afforded
certain notions of global citizenship and how do they make sense of it? In what ways does the
concept of global citizenship play into, challenge or contradict national identities and
positionings as students engage with the history of Danish slavery?
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Global citizenship education (GCE) is on the agenda in the educational landscape across
the Western world and has been for more than a decade as it is continuously expanded and
rehashed. The most recent development in the stated goals of GCE is to produce the vaguely
termed global citizens with skills for the 21st century. One of the core tenets of this educational
paradigm is the focus on students as consumers of a curriculum on diversity and social justice. In
one of the most recent UNESCO report on the topic (2014) it is suggested that “GCE aims to
empower learners to engage and assume active roles, both locally and globally, to face and
resolve global challenges and ultimately to become proactive contributors to a more just,
peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure and sustainable world” (p.15). While it seems hard to
challenge these lofty goals, one of the main tensions with such ubiquitous formulations is that
they ignore the historical and contextual situatedness of particular educational practices and
discourses.
As Jefferess (2012) points out, GCE will necessarily look very different across contexts,
with the example of students in more privileged contexts positioned as global citizens who
should make a difference for rather than with others. Critics of the global citizenship literature
also argue that in spite of the immediately benevolent sounding efforts of the global citizenship
education (GCE), this multicultural discourse in fact is nothing but benign. Rather, by drawing
on a seemingly anti-racist discourse of diversity (Melamed, 2006), the multicultural agenda
echoed in the GCE literature contributes to maintaining the status quo of racial capitalist
hierarchies through curricula that essentialize and celebrate differences (e.g. by treating cultures
and nations as bounded, fixed entities), while in spite of its stated goals not engaging deeply the
inequalities that the centuries of global colonialism produced and now racial capitalism
reproduces.

55

Following critiques of the neocolonial tensions inherent in the global citizenship and
global learning paradigm with its invocations of the everywhere-belonging, freely moving
cosmopolitans, my goal is to investigate, by conducting a critical educational multi-sited case
study, first, in the Danish high school and, later, through an ethnographic account of the Danish
teacher and two of his students’ visit to the USVI, how the GCE paradigm is being enacted in a
particular and – in both a local and a global perspective - privileged context. The focus is on
contradictions in the processes through which certain kinds of subjectivities (c.f. positioninngs)
are being afforded versus marginalized at a site marked specifically by colonial amnesia. As
Karen Pashby (2012) writes, citizenship is “a contested concept, and GCE must do the difficult
work of locating its own complicity within the colonial legacy of education.” (p.29-30).
Although the GCE paradigm’s goals of overcoming national borders can appear progressive
against promoting nationalist identities, the paradigm still invokes the notion of citizenship
(people’s relation to the state) rather than for example critical pedagogy, which also could denote
the goals of striving for a more just world, but without necessarily engaging people’s
relationships to the state. The colonial tension persists exactly in the GCE framework by the fact
that colonial powers indeed have used and continue to use citizenship as part of racist and
discriminatory practices of deciding who belongs and who does not to the nation state.
For the past decade the Danish government supported by an extreme right-wing antiimmigration party Dansk Folkeparti (Danish Folkparty) has been passing anti-immigrant
legislation that makes it increasingly difficult for non-ethnically Danish Danes and immigrants to
enjoy the same rights as their ethnically Danish counterparts. As one example of this, in response
to the Syrian immigration crisis with millions of refugees trying to seek refuge in Europe, the
Danish government passed so extreme anti-refugee legislation (including permitting Danish
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police to seize valuables of refugees) that it caused headlines around the world, including with
political satirical drawings of the Danish prime minister dressed in a Nazi uniform3. In the
context of this visibly xenophobic and racist present in Denmark, the promotion of the ‘soft’
version of citizenship (Andreotti, 2006) vis-à-vis the GCE paradigm in a Danish educational
context – and particularly in the context of a history classroom on Danish participation in the
slave trade which has at its core the praxis of defining who belonged to the nation state and who
did not – risks appearing as nothing but a superficial treatment of the notion of citizenship when
it still is a real institutional tool used as a barrier to deny and grant access to different people.
Andreotti defines soft citizenship largely by arguing what it is not: critical literacy (p. 49). Where
soft citizenship will propel teachers and learners to explore poverty, critical literacy will explore
inequality and how it is produced. As such, soft citizenship in this context refers to a kind of
superficial treatment of systemic and structural issues that does not challenge the teachers and
learners’ own implications in the issues studied. In another context Andreotti and Souza (2012)
propose in a similar vein a critique of the colonial tensions in the GCE paradigm by arguing the
following,

Thus, despite claims of globality and inclusion, the lack of analyses of power relations
and knowledge construction in this area often results in educational practices that
unintentionally reproduce ethnocentric, ahistorical, depoliticized, paternalistic,
salvationist and triumphalist approaches that tend to deficit theorize, pathologize or
trivialize difference. (2012, p. 1)

3

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jan/26/danish-parliament-to-vote-on-seizing-valuables-from-refugees
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With the aim of formulating a critique of the neocolonial issues in the GCE framework it
therefore becomes central to denaturalize the rationale for such a program for education. One of
the central tensions present in the global citizenship education paradigm is the universally
formulated goals that do not take into consideration the vastly different material conditions under
which these goals of developing global citizenship are to be practiced. The global citizenship
movement grows primarily out of a concerted UNESCO effort to bring about “peace” – through
the deployment of the GCE practice – in order to have people understand those who they do not
ever meet. The goals as stated in countless UNESCO reports (and other educational venues
invested in the paradigm) are to promote a sense of citizenship across borders, with the
assumption that the promotion of a common transnational identity based on a shared humanity
(a) is possible and (b) that this could help bring about peace and reduce inequality.
However, as Katz (2004) suggests in her counter-topography on the differences between
growing up global in Howa or Harlem, development of places and people as shaped by capital’s
unpredictable yet continued efforts towards accumulation, is uneven. Some version of GCE seek
to bring about peace through the promotion of a change in identities without regard for how the
conflicts that the GCE paradigm seeks to prepare students to engage with also are based on
access to capital and resources. By promoting these values without presenting a clear analysis of
the kind of economic system (present and past) that has produced these vast inequalities, the
“soft” version of the GCE paradigm inadvertently protects Western and capitalist privileges.
This contradiction of the paradigm becomes even more poignant in the context of the
teaching of the history of slavery, an exploitative economic system that created long-lasting
economic and social consequences on both sides of the exploitation. In the case of this particular
study, there are vast economic differences between the two sites, Denmark and USVI, not
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unrelated to the historically exploitative relationship of Denmark over the USVI, including the
sale of the islands to the US. Based on the neocolonial critique of the GCE, I aim to explore the
contradictions and tensions present in the educational collaboration as I investigate how the
UNESCO project affords certain kinds of positionings with regards to this particular history.
While the lofty aims of the GCE paradigm might sound promising, the approach
undoubtedly is not without problems as outlined in the above section. It is grounded in the
neocolonial critique of the effort to produce global citizens as a problematic discourse and
approach, that I situate my own current study of the production of global citizens in the Danish
history classroom. The Danish high school’s participation in the UNESCO project and
collaboration Breaking The Silence, including the Danish history teacher and two of his students
visit to the USVI allows me to explore further how the context of the global citizenship
educational discourses afford the students and teacher certain kinds of positioning with regards
to the history of Danish slavery. I will also explore how the notion of global citizenship
intersects with and supersedes national identities and the other positionings that students have
been afforded in the history classroom.
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Chapter 2: Methodology

The Methodological Premises of The Study

The present study is designed with the aim of contributing to the field of critical Nordic
studies and intervening in the active colonial forgetting in Denmark by exploring how the Danish
history of slave trade and colonialism is being taught and thus how the history classroom affords
the students certain kinds of positionings with regards to this particular history. In the following
section I outline the methodological considerations I made with regards to the project,
particularly with a focus on the onto-epistemological considerations that a critical educational
study compels. Before further clarifying the concrete methodological and analytical steps taken
in this present study, I will first address the question about the key epistemological and
ontological assumptions that inform the study. Guba and Lincoln (1994, 2005) in a review of the
various, competing research paradigms available in the social sciences for qualitative research
suggest that what they call the ‘new paradigms’ (constructivism, critical theory and
participatory/cooperative inquiry), are defined by a transactional relationship between the
researcher and the reality that is investigated:

Critical theorists, constructivists, and participatory/cooperative inquirers take their
primary field of interest to be precisely that subjective and intersubjective social
knowledge and the active construction and cocreation of such knowledge by human
agents that is produced by human consciousness. (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p. 176-177)
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In contrast to both the positivist and post-positivist paradigms (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; 2005), I
find myself aligning with the onto-epistemological stances of the critical theory perspective with
its assumptions about the non-separability of the researcher and any given study, including the
research questions asked, the data collected and thus the findings generated. This perspective
grounded in a dialectically and historically materialist understanding of human activity,
necessarily assumes that the scientific endeavor – in contrast to previous beliefs – cannot extract
itself from the world it simultaneously is trying to describe. It is with these onto-epistemological
considerations that I developed the present study by also drawing on the tradition of critical
education studies. At the core of critical education studies (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1981, 2001,
2013) is the desire to engender a critical analysis of the status quo while simultaneously seeking
to reach towards what could be instead. Drawing on the Freirean tradition (1970, 1987) and the
previous work that I have conducted (Vianna, Hougaard & Stetsenko, 2014; Hougaard 2013), I
wanted to engage the under-researched topic of Danish colonialism in order to both be able to
offer a critical analysis as well as in the process to contribute to forming and shaping that
practice. Grounded in the principles of deploying a critical ethnographic lens on education
(Carspecken, 1996, 2002), my approach was to critically examine and if possible contribute to
the educational practice of the particular history classroom. Carspecken (1996), in his attempt to
make the case for critical research, suggests that at the core of this approach is a researcher who
is engaged in cultural and social critique as well as supporting efforts towards change. While
drawing on Marxist and neocolonial critiques of education as the site for reproduction of
colonial, class, race and gender positions, I also engage with the notion of the transformative
potential of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970) and therefore see education also as the site for
possible critical contestation of the status quo. The feminist (Harding, 2006) and especially
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Black feminist epistemological tradition (hooks; 1989, 1990) is, among indigenous perspectives
(Anzaldúa, 1987; Smith, 2012), central in addressing the issues of the problematic goals of
neutrality in research. Patti Lather (1986) suggests in her work promoting what she terms openly
ideological research, “those committed to the development of research approaches that challenge
the status quo and contribute to a more egalitarian social order have made an "epistemological
break" from the positivist insistence upon researcher neutrality and objectivity.” (p.64).
Challenging positivist goals of objectivity and neutrality, however, does not mean as Carspecken
(1996) argues, to do away with working on facts. In both the positivist and post-positivist
traditions, “findings” presented in a piece of research are considered ‘facts’ that are true (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994, p. 110), i.e. findings are mirror-reflections of reality independent of how the
investigator arrived at these findings. In contrast, the critical theory perspective’s take on reality
includes an understanding that findings are never arrived at independently from the
investigation, but always necessarily co-constructed by the researcher. This does not mean, as
Carspecken argues here, that the critical theory researcher is not in a pursuit of generating
truthful and objective knowledge about reality, but that he or she always acknowledges his or her
own contribution to the construction of that knowledge:

… good critical research should not be biased. Critical epistemology does not guarantee
the finding of “facts” that match absolutely what one may want to find. So research value
orientations should not determine research findings. Orientations provide the reasons why
people conduct their studies. (Carspecken, 1996, p.6)
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Indeed, the critical researcher is still engaged in the quest for facts and truth, however, with the
clear understanding that whatever kinds of findings she arrives at (and she never just arrives at
them), they are shaped and informed by her own history, values and positionings in society. In a
further exploration of the relational and transformative onto-epistemological premises of the
critical theory tradition, Vianna and Stetsenko (2014) in their insightful chapter on methods
argue that the co-created nature of reality means that critical research must consider how it
contributes to creating new kinds of activities:

This politically non-neutral orientation regards educational research as a critical endeavor
that fully abandons detached neutrality and insists that education and democratic politics
do not occupy separate domains. From this position, educational research can be
understood to always participate in developing “historically new forms of activity” (e.g.,
Gutierrez & Larson, 2007). (Vianna & Stetsenko, 2014, p. 577)

As can be seen from the above quote, their take on non-neutrality includes acknowledging headon that (educational) research and politics cannot be separated. Instead, as they argue, and
thereby moving a bit beyond Lather’s articulations about abandoning neutrality, they suggest that
researchers should commit to articulating visions for the kinds of activities that they are cocreating when they conduct research. In drawing on the insights of standpoint theory and
feminist epistemology, Vianna and Stetsenko argue the following by introducing the notion of
‘endpoints’ in research:
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Standpoint epistemology considers all knowledge to be contextualized, interpretative, and
contingent on the positions and interests of those who produce (or consume) it. TAS
[Transformative Activist Stance] fully accepts that knowledge is contingent on the
position from which it is produced. At the same time, TAS makes the critical addition that
knowledge is also strongly contingent on the destination toward which those producing
knowledge are oriented, hence the term “endpoint epistemology,” to complement, or
augment, the standpoint epistemology. Such endpoints have to be worked out by
researchers and participants together, through explorations into the presently existing
conflicts and contradictions within their community practices, including their histories.
(p. 584)

Vianna and Stetsenko ostensibly suggest that if we acknowledge that reality, including research
realities, are co-constructed, then researchers should not only be nodding their heads at this, but
take it a step further and seek to contribute to shaping reality in emancipatory and desired ways
coming from a critical theoretical perspective to the extent that this is possible. This approach to
research undoubtedly requires that the researcher pays astute attention to the ways in which her
own values have shaped the research. Luttrell (2000), in her call for what she calls ”good
enough” methods, suggests that central for the critical approach is researcher reflexivity, which
she defines as accounting for the complex decisions that are made in the heat of the fieldwork, as
well as all the other choices that are made as part of the inquiry. It is with Luttrell’s call for
“good enough” methods in mind that I aim to account for the choices and reflections I made in
all the steps of this dissertation, as well as to consider how these decisions eventually shaped the
data and findings that I ended up with.
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While the present study undoubtedly was inspired by an abandonment of any positivist
notions of neutrality as even a possibility, as well as activist commitments of endpoint
epistemology, as articulated above, one of the key challenges that I encountered, however, was
that while I was committed to largely sharing my reflections on the curricular activities and the
teaching-learning practice with the teacher, the goals of contributing to shaping in a meaningful
way the educational practice was untenable. Niels (pseudonym for the teacher) and I, throughout
the more than two years that the collaboration spanned, had many conversations on the meaning
of the teaching of this history where it became evident that his particular aims and views differed
widely from ideas of the teaching of history as a critical practice with aims of social justice. This
will be discussed further in the analysis of the positioning of the teacher.

Multi-Sited Case Study

The present study contains two sites from which I collected data: the Danish high school
history classroom at Little Creek High School and the visit to the USVI by the same Danish
history teacher and two of his students from the classroom I followed as part of their
participation in the UNESCO collaboration. This design thus draws on the principles of an
exploratory (Lotzkar & Bottorff, 2001) multiple case study approach (Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Drawing on Weis, Fine and Dimitriadis’ (2009) and Katz’ (2004) call for the need for multi-sited
work, the two-site design is exactly deployed in an effort to bring out the contradictions in the
Danish history teaching practice, which would otherwise not be as prominent if only studied in
the Danish context. Weis, Fine and Dimitriadis argue that,
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multi-sited ethnographic work … challenges us to rethink fundamentally our “research
imaginary” in ways that push the borders and the interior complexity of the home-schooleconomy nexus … Such an imaginary presses towards understanding the ways in which
actions/events in one part of the world affect those in another. (2009, p.443)

In exploring how the Danish history of slavery is taught and how this affords certain kinds of
positionings, the second site is central in allowing me exactly to explore how the teacher and
students positioned themselves when outside of the familiar context of the classroom in
Denmark. In particular, the second site made it possible to explore the local/global tensions in
the production of the global citizen in the history classroom on the Danish history of slavery. The
choice of a case study design for the present study is informed by Flyvbjerg’s (2006) convincing
call for the use of this design to generate in-depth knowledge. In challenging positivistic
criticisms of this particular design, he argues, “[p]redictive theories and universals cannot be
found in the study of human affairs. Concrete, context-dependent knowledge is, therefore, more
valuable than the vain search for predictive theories and universals”. (p. 224).
It is important to clarify that in drawing on non-positivist and standpoint epistemology
frameworks the two sites are not intended as a traditional cross-cultural comparison with that
paradigm’s problematic assumptions of perfect comparability between two different sites
(Greenfield, 2000). Rather, inspired by Katz’ (2004) notion of counter-topography, the reasoning
behind the two-site design is that it will bring out the issues, resiliencies and challenges relevant
in education, specifically across different economic, political, historical and cultural contexts.
Katz argues that counter-topographical work makes it possible to critically examine the
similarities as well as the idiosyncrasies of the ways in which globalization and inequality is
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being worked out and resisted, as the contradictions of globalization are growing larger. She
writes,

These contradictions are increasingly ugly. Thus, without romanticizing the local scale or
any particular place, I want to get at the specific ways globalization works on particular
grounds in order to work out a situated, but at the same time scale-jumping and
geography-crossing, political response to it (see Smith 1992). Tracing the contour lines of
such a "counter-topography" to other sites might encourage and enable the formation of
new political-economic alliances that transcend both place and identity and foster a more
effective cultural politics to counter the imperial, patriarchal, and racist integument of
globalization. (Katz, 2004, p.1216).

In the context of this study, the analysis of the differences between how the students positioned
themselves across the two sites as well as the analysis of both the Danish history teaching
curriculum goals and the goals of the global citizenship education paradigm as articulated in the
UNESCO collaboration, allows me to engage in the kind of scale-jumping that Katz describes in
the above quote. While the Danish and U.S. Virgin Island teachers engaged in the UNESCO
collaboration were afforded the same discourses about promoting global citizenship vis-à-vis
their teaching of the history of the transatlantic slave trade, there is no doubt that the practices
across these two sites were different and that this tied into the very different outcomes of the
shared history in the two sites.
The multi-site design revealed and exposed more explicitly the tensions and
contradictions in the teaching of the particular history as it relates to very different psychological
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and material consequences of the slave trade manifested across the two sites. In following the
same history teacher and two of his students as they engaged with the lived history of slavery in
the USVI, I witnessed the stark contrast between the curriculum developed by Niels vs. the one
developed by the USVI teachers. In the following section I explain in more detail the design of
the study, which consists of two phases. In the first phase of the study, I followed the Danish
high school class in their second year of high school in their 3-week course on the history of
Danish slavery and colonialism. The aim was to conduct a critical investigation of the classroom
to explore how the learning of the history contributed to students’ development of positionings
(Holland & Leander, 2004) in relation to both the history of slavery, as well as in relation to
larger structural inequalities (racial, economic, global) as growing out of the particular history of
slavery and colonialism.

The Danish site. The rationale for the choice of the particular high school was its
participation in the UNESCO project Breaking The Silence - The Transatlantic Slave Trade, an
international collaboration of schools affected by the transatlantic slave trade that seeks to
develop expertise in the teaching of colonialism and the transatlantic slave trade. In the fall of
2014 I met Niels (pseudonym), the history teacher with whom I ended up working with at a
conference for all collaborating schools in the Danish UNESCO network. I spoke with several
teachers at this conference about the possibility of collaborating with them in their classroom in
the spring of 2015 and Niels seemed particularly interested and eager to collaborate. Following
the conference, I reached out to both him and another teacher from a neighboring high school.
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The other teacher was initially interested, however due to other curricular obligations he was not
able to join the collaboration. Niels on the other hand was very interested and the connection was
established. He was teaching the topic of Danish colonialism and slave trade in the spring of
2015 in his class, 2.x4. Niels was a veteran history teacher who had taught history at the high
school level for nearly a decade. It was Niels’ fifth time teaching the particular history of Danish
colonialism and slave trade. The curriculum that the students were engaged with during the three
weeks focus on the Danish history of slavery and colonialism was developed by Niels. It
consisted of a mixture between readings from the primary textbook on the topic in Denmark,
primary sources as well as newspaper articles, TV- and radio clips.

The U.S. Virgin Island site. In the second phase of the data collection, I travelled to the
U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI) along with the same history teacher and two of his students from the
same class that I had initially followed in the first phase of data collection. As part of the larger
UNESCO project called Breaking The Silence - The Transatlantic Slave Trade that the teacher
and his school participates in, the teacher was invited alongside a handful of other Danish high

4

My use here of 2.x is a pseudonym for the name of the class of students that I worked with.

High Schools in Denmark are organized into “classes” – essentially groups of 24-30 students
who take all of their course work together throughout the 3 years of high school, STX. These
classes are assigned a ‘name’ that is a combination of a number (that indicates the years in high
school, ranging from 1-3) and a letter. The letters at the end of the alphabet indicate that the class
is majoring in math and science, for example “2.x”.
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school teachers and students to come to the U.S. Virgin Islands. The aim of the trip was
educational and the USVI teachers (who are also part of the UNESCO collaboration) had
planned a two-week schedule for the Danish group of teachers and students. The trip including
the schedule organized by the USVI teachers is in this study conceptualized as a countercurriculum (Baszile, 2009). Baszile in building his argument for the counter-curriculum as
counter-story suggests,

The story-counterstory frame not only works to uncover subjugated knowledge but it also
allows one to see and examine the relationship between the stories and the role race and
other subjectivities play in shaping their differences. This frame is particularly useful
here because (...) the official/traditional curriculum of schooling is obviously a
majoritarian story that again produces a rigid identity-difference dialectic that reinforces
white supremacy. Hip hop culture, in contrast, emerges as the counterstory that works to
challenge the logic of the majoritarian story and its supposed commitment to a socially
just democracy. (p.10-11)

My aim will therefore be to explore how the U.S.V.I-visit developed by the USVI teachers and
conceptualized in this study as a counter-curriculum affords certain (and possibly other)
positionings compared to the ones in the classroom in Denmark. The aim of the second phase
therefore is to explore how engaging with the same history, but in a different site, from a
different perspective and with more apparent contradictions and tensions with regards to how to
make sense of this particular history, affords the students certain kinds of positionings in contrast
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to those of the Danish history classroom. The curriculum during the USVI visit consisted of
visits to schools, historical landmarks (forts, former sugar plantation and factories, visits to
museums, lectures by historians and teachers, and finally discussions with the USVI teachers and
students).

Methods: Interviews, Focus Groups, Field Note Observations, Writings by Students

As part of the critical ethnographic lens that I devised for the study, I deployed a variety
of methods to collect data. In addition to collecting archival data and artefacts (reports from the
UNESCO project, curriculum texts, etc.), the primary methods were that of conducting
interviews, writing fieldnotes based on my participation in both the classroom practice as well as
the visit to the USVI as well as collecting student writings.
Interviews. During the data collection process at the Danish site I interviewed the teacher
multiple times (both before, during and after the curriculum implementation). The interviews
were semi-structured (Barriball & While, 1994) and consisted of questions regarding his
rationale for the development of the curriculum, his reflections on how the implementation of it
went and other related questions (see appendices 2 and 3). The interviews with the teacher all
took place at the high school in a room adjacent to the teachers’ primary gathering room. In
addition to writing notes during the interviews, I audio-recorded all these interviews. With the
students during the Danish site data collection I conducted focus group interviews (Wilkinson,
1998, 1999, 2004) in the final week of the curriculum implementation. These interviews were
conducted in a classroom at the high school during after-school hours. The aim was to conduct
and produce dialogical data as described by Carspecken (1996):
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Dialogical data is generated through dialogues between researcher and researched that are
rarely naturalistic. Subjects will often talk during interviews in ways that are rarely
naturalistic. Subjects will often talk during interviews in ways that they seldom talk in
every life. Why? Because very often people are not listened to as intently as the
researcher listens to them, taken as seriously as the researcher takes them, and supported
in the exploration of their feelings and life as much as a skilled researcher will support
them. (p.154)

In drawing on a semi-structured interview guide I divided the class into 3 groups of 7-8 students
and conducted group interviews with them that each lasted between 1.5-2 hours. During these
group interviews I engaged students in reflections based on their engagement with the
curriculum (see appendix B for interview guide). The rationale for conducting the focus group
interview was that the group interviews resembled the kind of discussion dynamic the students
had engaged in during the classroom discussions, however in the context of the focus group
interviews with the possibility for each student to speak more than during the regular classroom
discussions. While – as Carspecken points out – the interview method promotes a dialogue that is
unlike the kinds of dialogue that would take place in a non-research setting, the strength of the
focus group was that the students would be engaging with each other and not only be responding
to me, thus hopefully promoting a dynamic that would remove some focus away from me as the
researcher. During the visit to the USVI I conducted both individual and group interviews with
the Danish students as well as group and individual interviews with the Danish teachers (see
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appendix C and D). The interviews would take place in a space on the premises of where we
stayed for the duration of the visit. The interviews were all audio-recorded.
Fieldnotes. The fieldnotes were primarily written from the third-person point of view,
interspersed with commentaries from the first-person perspective. This was done in accordance
with Emerson, Fretz and Shaw’s (1995) claims that while the first-person is good for capturing
the observer’s own thoughts and feelings, the third-person perspective is better for capturing
other’s behavior (p.55). During the implementation of the Danish curriculum I would write
fieldnotes immediately following the class periods, or immediately after meeting with the teacher
following a class period. I used a notebook and a pen to jot down observations as well as direct
quotes articulated during the class periods. During the visit to the U.S.V.I I would write
fieldnotes every night based on observations from the day. I used a notebook as well as my
phone to jot down observations throughout the day. Then at the end of the day, I would type up
the fieldnotes in as descriptive way as possible followed by analytical reflections (memos) based
on the observations of a particular day.
Student writings. Throughout the implementation of the Danish curriculum I prompted
the students 3 times (1 time each week) to answer a few reflection questions about their learning.
During the visit to the USVI I had the students write one time before taking off.

Participants and Contexts

Little Creek High School (pseudonym) serves a middle-class population and is situated in
the northern part of a larger city in Denmark. In Denmark there are a several kinds of high school
educations and institutions, largely divided between high school educations that either prepare
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students to later pursue (1) mercantile/vocational educations and careers (known as “HHX”), (2)
technological/vocational educations and careers (known as “HTX”), and 3) humanist/social
sciences/STEM education (known as either “STX” or “HF”), which prepare students for many
different further educational pursuits, including university. Additionally, it is also possible in
Denmark to pursue an International Baccalaureate High School Education (IB). Of the different
types of high school educations, Little Creek High School offers the ‘STX’ type of education,
which includes 3 years of schooling. Generally, STX is considered to be academically more
challenging in comparison with HHX and HTX and prepares students for the widest numbers of
educations.
Little Creek High School was built within the last fifteen years and was designed by a
very prestigious Danish architecture company, which has won several prominent design prices
for the work they did designing Little Creek high school. The school itself takes pride in the
aesthetics of the building and the organization of the school’s built environment. It is in fact a
central part of the high school’s narrative of being a “modern, future-oriented school that places
students at the center of the learning process”, as gleaned from the school’s website. Described
as an elegantly floating box made out of concrete, glass and steel, the interior of the school is
organized so that all the classrooms are on the shell of the building. In the middle is a big open
room, on which several pillars with “study-islands” are situated where students engage in group
work. Wrapped around the study islands is a circular walkway that the teacher would send the
students out to in order for them to do what he called a “walk-and-talk”: small group assignments
where students would pair up and either do a reading while walking or discuss some questions
handed out by the teacher.
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The student body was predominantly white and ethnically Danish. In the particular class
that I followed 3 students identified themselves as not exclusively ethnically Danish (one of
Iranian and Danish descent, one of Italian and Danish descent and one of Ugandan and Danish
descent). In the city where Little Creek High School is located the ethnically Danish population
is about 88.1% and the non-ethnically Danish population is 11.9% of which the vast majority are
immigrants from or descendants of immigrants from Lebanon, Turkey, Somalia, Iran and Iraq.
Little Creek High School did not reflect the ethnic composition of the city, but had a
disproportionately higher percentage of ethnically Danish, white students. Similarly, very few of
the other high schools in the same city reflect the ethnic composition of the city. Instead, one
particular high school has a much higher percentage of students with ethnic backgrounds other
than Danish. In this context, the fact that the diversity of Little Creek’s student body did not
reflect the diversity of the city makes the high school representative of many other high schools
in Denmark, where de facto ethnic and racial segregation in educational institutions is the norm.

Racial Status Quo at Little Creek High School. In 2007 the principal of Little Creek High
School (who was still principal during the data collection process) decided to outlaw the wearing
of burqas, a traditional Muslim garment that covers the face and body of a woman when she is
outside of the home. The reasoning by the principal as quoted in a newspaper article published in
2007 was that while, “… people wear[ing] a scarf is not a problem for us, (…) teachers cannot
communicate and make the teaching work when they cannot see [the students’] facial
expressions.”. Little Creek High School, however, at the point of time when the principal
prohibited the wearing of burqas, had no prior cases of students showing up to class in a burqa
causing the ‘issues’ the principal cited as reasons for the ban, and a debate about the relevance of
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such an outlawing ensued. While the president of the high school principals’ union in Denmark
publicly denounced the outlawing of burqas for “sending wrong messages about how to relate to
other cultures”, nowhere in the debate about the burqa incident was racism ever mentioned or
acknowledged. Furthermore, during the year of 2016, a story broke in the news about the
neighboring high school with the most ethnic diversity in the city of Little Creek High School
(located less than 10 miles from Little Creek High School) revealing that the principal of this
neighboring high school was intentionally segregating ethnically Danish students from one
cohort into particular classes to have more ethnically Danish students in the same class.
When confronted and accused of apartheid-like practices by a group of students, the
principal argued that this practice ensured that the ethnically Danish students would stay at the
high school. In the media and by politicians across the political spectrum the principal of the
high school was largely supported, however in 2017, the Danish Institute for Human Rights
settled a claim with the high school, which now has promised to discontinue the practice. Both of
these incidents serve to illustrate how the current racial status quo in the context of Little Creek
and its immediate surroundings are mired in racist practices of deciding who belongs and who
does not belong in particular educational spaces.
During the first phase of the data collection process in the Danish site, the students were
all between 17-18 years of age. The class consisted of 8 girls and seventeen boys (see appendix 6
for overview of demographic data). The class was reported both by the history teacher and the
head teacher (who taught the class math) as consisting of a group of loud boys and mostly quiet
girls.
The two students who went to the USVI, Christina and Christopher (pseudonyms) were
both white, ethnically Danish students and were chosen by Niels based on his conversations with
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other teachers. In choosing the students who would travel with him he had set up three criteria:
(1) “good students” in the history classroom (based on his classroom observations), (2) a
minimum of the grade of 10 in English (above average) and (3) socially outgoing. Niels had
selected five students who he all thought fit the category in conversation with other teachers and
then drew the students’ names randomly from a hat. During the visit to the USVI, the Danish
teacher and students traveled with one more teacher and four more students (from various Danish
schools that were all part of the UNESCO network in Denmark). While I did interview all of
them, I will only present data that has to do with the two students, whom I knew from the first
phase of data collection, Christina and Christopher. I might, however, occasionally report on
interactions between the key research participants and the other Danish students and teachers
when it is relevant for the analysis.

Data

Below is a table representing the data that was collected. In Denmark I collected
fieldnotes from the classes and the school. I conducted three focus groups with the students
during the third week and conducted multiple individual interviews with the teacher both before,
during and after the implementation of the history curriculum. Additionally, I collected all the
readings that the students worked with and were assigned during the 3 weeks. The students were
asked several times to write their thoughts in response to questions about the curriculum. In the
USVI I similarly conducted individual and group interviews, wrote fieldnotes and collected
readings and educational materials that students were engaged with. Finally, I interviewed the
UNESCO-collaborating teachers and educators involved in the
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Danish visit to the USVI.
Table. 1
Data Overview

Type of Data

Danish Site

U.S. Virgin Island Site

Fieldnotes

Fieldnotes

Interviews with students

Interviews with students (group and

(group)

individual)

Interviews with the teacher

Student writings

Student writings

Artefacts (primarily photos)

Artefacts (primarily texts)

Data Analysis

The analysis of the data that I collected in this dissertation was a complex and multi-step
process. Since the data was collected in two phases, I had some primary analysis of the first
round of data before I started collecting the second round of data. However, the actual analytical
work of coding of the data did not take place until I had collected the entire set of data. Before I
engaged in the in-depth and more structured aspect of the analysis of the data, there were several
steps leading up to it that also contained analytical moments and insights. While in strictly
positivistic terms the collection of data is often presented as the last step before the analysis
begins, the analytical process, especially in longitudinal and qualitative studies, is an iterative
process where previous data collection informs and shapes the further process of data collection.
Basit defines the analytical process in the following way:
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(…) a dynamic, intuitive and creative process of inductive reasoning, thinking and
theorizing. Most qualitative researchers analyse their own data. Unlike some quantitative
research, qualitative research usually lacks a division of labour between data collectors
and analysts. Throughout analysis, researchers attempt to gain a deeper understanding of
what they have studied and to continually refine their interpretations. (2003, p.143)

In this vein, the production of the fieldnotes could be considered a first step in analysis. While
the fieldnotes were written in a way that sought to describe and capture the participant
observations I was making, I would always include at the end of each written field note a
paragraph with reflections and questions that the writing of the fieldnotes had prompted.
Furthermore, the process of transcribing and organizing the data in the qualitative software
program MAXQDA 12 also fostered some preliminary analytical reflections about the data. This
step allowed me to get an overview of the various data points as well as how I would be relating
them with each other. The more structured process of data analysis did not begin after these
preliminary steps and included four phases, which I will describe in the following paragraph (for
an overview, see table 2 below):
1) The first phase of analysis included a critical discourse analysis of the curriculum
from the Danish site (the secondary sources) as well as a critical discourse analysis of
both the Danish national history promulgation and the UNESCO documents from the
Danish network of the project, Breaking the Silence – the Transatlantic Slave Trade.
The tradition of critical discourse analysis, as articulated by Fairclough (2012) is
defined as bringing “…the critical tradition of social analysis into language studies
and contributes to critical social analysis a particular focus on discourse and on
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relations between discourse and other social elements (power relations, ideologies,
institutions, social identities, and so forth).” (p. 9). This analytical process included
reading and coding the textual sources multiple times, inductively. The critical
discourse analysis of the curricular text was done by drawing on the insights of
critical race theory. This first aspect of the analytical process culminated in the
development of a table with the various ways of relating to the Danish history of the
slave trade (i.e. positioning) as expressed in both the curricular texts, archival data
and by the teacher in the interviews. Particularly the analysis of the historical
textbook (one of the key secondary sources in the Danish site) was informed by
Morgan and Henning’s (2013) approach to the analysis of history textbooks as
entailing first an inductive line-by-line coding, followed by a more deductive process
of drawing on literature to make sense of and in the analytical process. Specifically, I
draw on their suggestion of conducting history textbook analyses by looking at
particular dimensions, including how the notion of empathy is invoked, which they,
by drawing on the work of Wertsch (2002), define as a relationship between
remembering and re-experiencing: “the difference between remembering and reexperiencing concerns the distance or separation that people experience between their
current lived world and an event from the past.” (Morgan & Henning, 2013, p. 28).
They further suggest that it is useful to look at what kinds of discourses are being
drawn on and invoked in order to explore how this reveals something about the kinds
of positionality an author of a given textbook might embody. This echoes the general
critical discourse analysis tradition, while simultaneously further providing concrete
examples of how to do this in the context of analysis of history textbook. Morgan and
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Henning write, “For example, if a certain word is used in an overly repetitive manner,
or if stories are broken up and separated into units to fit certain themes and
arguments, or if images are extracted from their original context to illustrate a
definable point of view, then such discourse markers can inform the analyst of the
positioning of the authors to the subject matter and in turn to their readers.” (Morgan
& Henning, 2013, 31). The concrete tools and examples provided by Morgan and
Henning therefore further guided the critical discourse analysis of the textbook.
2) The second phase of the analytical process included line-by-line coding of the student
writings from the Danish site, the group interviews and the fieldnotes from the Danish
site. The process of coding has been described in the following way by Basit (2003),

Codes or categories are tags or labels for allocating units of meaning to the
descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study. Codes usually
are attached to chunks of varying-sized words, phrases, sentences or whole
paragraphs, connected or unconnected to a specific setting. They can take the
form of a straightforward category label or a more complex one, for example,
a metaphor (Miles and Huberman, 1994). (p.144)

The process of coding the data (the fieldnotes, the student writings and the transcribed
interviews) was both an inductive and deductive analytical process. The deductive
aspect of the process included being informed by the patterns of positionings from
phase one as represented in table 4. In drawing on the codes generated from the first
phase, the deductive aspect of the second phase of the analytical process included
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exploring how students positioned themselves vis-à-vis the curriculum they were
afforded. Simultaneously, new codes and patterns were identified, inductively. The
overall research question that guided the second phase of the analysis was: how do
students respond to, engage with, embody and/or challenge the positionings that they
are offered in the figured world of the history classroom of learning about the Danish
history of slavery and colonialism?
3) In the third phase of the analytical process I conducted line-by-line coding of the
fieldnotes from the visit to the USVI This analytical process was conducted with the
aim primarily of identifying differences in emphasis on how to teach the particular
history of the Danish slave trade and colonialism in the USVI
4) Finally, in the fourth phase of the analysis, the main aim was to – by drawing on a
critical race theory lens and informed by the findings of the third phase to pay
attention to the ways in which the embodied curriculum of the visit to the USVI
offered the visiting Danish students a different figured world with different ways of
relating to the Danish history of slavery and colonialism. This analysis was based on
line-by-line coding of the eight interviews I conducted with Christina and Christopher
during the USVI visit, the writings I had solicited from them prior to the visit to the
USVI as well as fieldnotes to explore how the two students positioned themselves
during the visit. The findings of this analysis was then compared and contrasted with
data that I collected on Christina and Christopher in the Danish curriculum
intervention at Little Creek High School.
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Phase 2
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How do students position
themselves (history-in-person) as
they engage with the Danish slave
trading past vis-à-vis the cultural
tools and activities in the figured
world of the history classroom?

How is the curriculum as designed
by the teacher informed by both
the national curriculum goals and
the global citizenship education
goals?

Analytical Research Questions
Steps
Phase 1
What kinds of positionings
embodied by engaging various
values and perspectives with
regards to the Danish slave trading
past are present in the history
curriculum and embodied by the
teacher in the history classroom?

Overview of the Analytical Process

Table 2.

THE DANISH SITE
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Coding of the interview data and
students writings to identify both
patterns of positionings in how
students ventriloquate the
curriculum as well as marginal
positionings with particular
attention to students’ ideological
becoming (Bakhtin, 1981) followed
by triangulation with the fieldnotes
to corroborate findings.

Cording of the interviews and the
archival data to identify how the
teacher positons himself vis-à-vis
the history of the Danish
transatlantic slave trade, including
how he ventriloquates (Bakhtin,
1987) both the national history
promulgation as well as the
UNESCO states global citizenship
aims and values.

Coding of the curriculum to
identify patterns in ways of relating
to the Danish history of the
transatlantic slave trade.

Analytical Task

-

-

-

-

-

-

The secondary sources from
the curriculum in the Danish
site (e.g. the textbook)
The secondary sources from
the Danish site (e.g. the
textbook, a radio show, etc.)
Transcribed interviews with
Niels
The Danish national goals for
the high school level of
teaching history (archival
data)
Documents from the Danish
branch of the UNESCO
collaboration, Breaking the
Silence – The Transatlantic
Slave Trade (archival data)
Student writings
Transcribed group interviews
Fieldnotes

Data Points

THE U.S.V.I. SITE
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What role does the countercurriculum play for how the
students (differently or not)
position themselves towards this
particular history?

Phase 4

How do students’ positioning as
part of their visit to the USVI in
the UNESCO collaboration shed
light on contradictions inherent
in the global citizenship education
paradigm in the teaching of the
slave trading past?

How does the counter-curriculum
designed by the USVI teachers for
the Danish teachers and students
differ from the one designed and
implemented in the Danish high
school by the Danish history
teacher?

Phase 3
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Coding of the interview data (both
individual and group interviews)
followed by triangulation with the
fieldnotes as well as data points on
Christina and Christopher from the
Danish site to corroborate findings.

Recounting and coding the
embodied curriculum in the USVI
to identify differences between this
curriculum and the Danish
curriculum.

Fieldnotes
Student writings
Transcribed group interviews
with the students
Transcribed individual
interviews with Christina and
Christopher

-

Fieldnotes
Transcribed individual and
group interviews with
Christina and Christopher

-

The analysis of the ways of relating to the Danish history of slavery and colonialism was
deployed to identify the normative ways of relating to and thinking about the Danish history of
slavery and colonialism (i.e. appropriate, desired, expected ways of thinking about, talking about
and engaging with this particular history), primarily as the teacher and the curriculum articulated
it (however, inevitably informed by the national goals for history education as well as those
articulated in the GCE program) in the particular figured world of the history classroom in
Denmark first, and secondly, in the USVI
The analysis on the data from the Danish site was conducted with the aim of identifying
how both across the different stakeholders (the teacher, the national goals for history education,
the UNESCO goals for the specific teaching-learning about colonialism and slavery and finally
the curricular artefacts, e.g. the textbook) different and similar ways of making sense and relating
to the Danish history of colonialism and slavery (i.e. positioning) were modeled for the students.
In the analysis of the second site, the aim was similarly to identify how in the figured world of
the visit to the USVI the two Danish students were afforded certain positionings or the
development of history-in-person vis-à-vis the curriculum. Positioning here, to reiterate from the
literature review, is defined as the ways in which people position themselves vis-à-vis socially
and culturally available ways of knowing and being in particular cultural-historical practices.
These positionings, in the present study can only be made sense of by simultaneously analyzing
the particular figured world (see theoretical chapter for more in-depth review) of the history
classroom, an ‘as-if’world, in which certain ways of relating to the history of the Danish slave
trade is modeled (both in the curricular artefacts and by the teacher) as done so by drawing on
and invoking particular cultural-historical tools (e.g. textbooks that offer particular discourses
and arguments on the history).
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It is in the context of the teaching of the history and through engagement with the
curricular tools that the students are made ‘answerable’ to the history of the Danish slave trade.
In drawing on the Bakhtinian analytical framework it is possible to explore the contradictory
ways in which students answer to, engage with, challenge or do not respond to certain
positionings that they are afforded. Investigating how students embody history-in-person as the
continuous flow of positionings then meant investigating how the students embodied, reflected
on or contested what the “good” history student was expected to do in the context of learning
about the particular history of Danish slavery and colonialism (i.e. what they see to be the
normative expectations to them). In this part of the analysis I drew heavily on both the students’
writings and the fieldnotes.
An investigation of the ways in which students ventriloquated different and sometimes
contradictory discourses became a point of attention in the analysis. The contradictions included
differences between what students would respond in their writings (which often echoed the
values of the national and global citizenship goals of being good democrats, valuing history
knowledge for the sake of knowledge and the idea of the good citizen as anti-racist) as opposed
to how students positioned themselves in the class-room as captured by the fieldnotes as well as
the group interviews (where the students’ more contradictory and socially unacceptable
behaviors would manifest). These contradictory findings across the different data sources are a
testament to the importance of data triangulation, which I address more below. The positioning
analysis was conducted by drawing on the analytical tools of Critical Race Theory (CRT) in
education (Ladson-Billings & Tatum, 1995; Mills, 1997; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Leonardo &
Manning, 2017) as previously introduced.
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Among other perspectives, I explored how the history classroom with goals of antiracism and social justice and the production of good democrats as articulated by both the
national goals for history education as well as the goals for global citizenship education and
echoed (at least to some extent) by the teacher, contradictorily became a site for the reproduction
and lack of contestation of white supremacy, racist bullying and other problematic practices in
relation to the construction of race at the intersection of notions of national and global citizenship
identities.
In the context of this overarching analytical approach, the goals for the analysis of the
counter-curriculum data was to explore how the U.S. Virgin Island curriculum provided students
with different positionings that possibly challenged the ones they had been offered in the Danish
curriculum, and thus served as counter-stories to the Danish site. DeCuir & Dixson (2004) define
counter-storytelling as “a means of exposing and critiquing normalized dialogues that perpetuate
racial stereotypes” (p.27). Exploring how the students positioned themselves towards the history
of the slave trade across the two sites, and with the possible comparisons and contrasts that
emerged as a result, expanded an understanding of what is involved in the production of
subjectivities in the classroom on this particular past, including bringing new perspectives on the
tensions and contradictions of developing national and global citizenship in this context.

Data triangulation. In the analytical process of first identifying positionings (including
normative positionings, i.e. values) in the curriculum and as articulated by the teacher followed
by identifying how students took these up, resisted them or transformed them I engaged in an
iterative process of data triangulation. The multiple sources of data allowed me to compare
information from one data source to another to determine corroboration of the various patterns
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that I identified (Oliver-Hoyo and & Allen, 2006). It was also during this process that I noticed
that students would express themselves slightly different in their writings than they would during
the class room observations as well as during the focus group interviews. Perhaps not
surprisingly, the students appeared to conform more to social norms in terms of how they ought
to reflect on sensitive topics such as race and racism in their writings. This stood in contrast to
how they positioned themselves during class room activities (as captured by the fieldnotes) as
well as how they positioned themselves during the group interviews. This phenomenon confirms
the importance of data triangulation. It seems that particularly in studying a practice and a topic
that potentially is guided by students’ desire to be viewed in a certain way (social desirability) it
is relevant to design a study that allows for multiple types of data collection.

Identifying patterns of positionings and marginal positionings. In the findings chapter
I present patterns of students’ positioning in the data that I have identified following the multiple
rounds of coding of both the interview data, the fieldnotes and the students’ writings. Patterns –
as informed by Braun and Clarke’s notion below – were identified both by simultaneously
considering prevalence as well as the ways in which they addressed the research questions. They
write,

A theme captures something important about the data in relation to the research question,
and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set. An
important question to address in terms of coding is: what counts as a pattern/theme, or
what 'size' does a theme need to be? This is a question of prevalence in terms both of
space within each data item and of prevalence across the entire data set. Ideally, there
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will be a number of instances of the theme across the data set, but more instances does
not necessarily mean the theme itself is more crucial. (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.82).

However, while some qualitative research avoids presenting data and findings in quantitative
ways, I have decided to include a table in which I present the numbers of coded segments
associated with the different categories I developed as well as how many different students
uttered or embodied a particular positioning with the aim of providing transparency of the
analytical process. Furthermore, I also present marginal positionings. These are instances of
student actions and remarks that are marginal (not necessarily in frequency for the particular
student, but across the students), that are important in shedding light on the patterns of
positioning. In this vein, marginal positionings provide a useful perspective to further interpret
the patterns. The literature on the importance of understanding and learning from the margins
comes largely from feminist and Black epistemology (hooks, 1989, 1990) and has been
expanded to the study of critical race theory in education (Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998) where
it is argued that marginality among other things is a site of resistance against the dominant
narratives (DeCuir & Dixon, 2008, Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). hooks (1989) in naming the site
of marginality as one not only of deprivation, but also one of resistance argues the following,

It was this marginality that I was naming as a central location for the production of a
counter-hegemonic discourse that is not just found in words but habits of being and the
way one lives … It offers to one the possibility of radical perspective from which to see
and create, to imagine alternatives, new worlds. (p. 206-207)
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The analysis was conducted specifically with an attention to the importance of marginality to
identify how students in a history classroom on the Danish slave trading past possibly would
challenge and contradict the racial status quo.

The Organization of Findings

Moving from the process of analysis to presenting the findings constitutes its own set of
challenges and decisions that need to be made. In chapter four, the first of three analysis
chapters, I present the results of the critical discourse analysis of the curriculum as well as the
teacher’s positionings on his teaching practice of this particular history. I define the curriculum
as both the teacher and the curricular artefacts. In the analysis of the teacher’s own ways of
relating to this particular history I also include the analysis of the national history promulgation
for the high school level as well as an analysis of the UNESCO network’s values for network
history educators – to identify how these possibly influence the teacher’s development of the
curriculum. In chapter four I provide multiple tables to give an overview of the normative
positionings I have identified that the students were afforded vis-à-vis the curricular artefacts and
the teacher’s positioning. The tables provide an overview of the comparison of similar and
competing positionings (including normative positionings, i.e. desired ways of engaging with the
past as articulated by various stakeholder such as the teacher, the national curriculum and
UNESCO). The development of the tables are informed by Daiute, Stern & Lelitu-Wenger’s
(2003) claim about the usefulness of conducting an analysis of normative positionings (or values
as they term it) across different stakeholders.
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Values analysis examines the guiding influences of narratives by participants in diverse
roles- stakeholders/actors who have diverse interests, goals, and activities across a social
system- as expressed in cultural products like documents, mission statements, news
reports, curricula, and personal narratives (….) ideas guiding values analysis are that (…)
values are negotiated by participants with different perspectives (interests,
authority/power, stakeholder groups, and so on), so sampling different stakeholder of
issues of interest in the research often means including those of diverse roles, power, and
influence.. (2014, p.74-75)

In chapter five I present analysis of the students’ positionings in the Danish site. I first provide
the reader with a table with an overview of the major patterns in positioning that I identified as a
result of my iterative analytical process of identifying how students positioned themselves and
thus responded to, engaged with or contested the values and positionings that they were afforded
in the history classroom.
While I present the patterns separately in chapter five, it is important to clarify that this is
not done to suggest that they are not related, but rather for the clarity of presentation. In fact, the
themes are undoubtedly intertwined and as I present them I seek to read across the different
patterns in order to reveal continuities, commonalities, contradictions and other ways in which
the patterns are connected. Due to the multiple data sources, I have chosen to present examples
of the patterns of positioning by drawing on both the student writings, the fieldnotes as well as
the group interviews. While the data that I collected and present in chapter five on students’
positionings in the Danish site is collected over the span of three weeks, I do not present the
findings in any linear fashion to reveal student ‘development’ over this time period.
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This decision is informed by the overall framework of understanding development and
the continuous process of positionings not as a linear process, but rather as the continuous and
contradictory flow of interactions. Drawing on the social practice theory perspective and with an
attention to the unit of analysis being that of the social practice or activity, rather than the
individual per se, the presentation of the findings is done in ways that allow the reader to see
what kinds of utterances and as-if worlds the students are answering to and imagining as they
position themselves, rather than presenting their ways of positioning themselves as revealing
something about their ‘inner core’ and that as something that can develop in a linear way over
the short time span of three weeks.
In chapter 6 I introduce the analysis of my data of the second site, the visit to the USVI
by the teacher and two of the students who I encountered in the first data collection process. In
this chapter I first introduce an overview of the curriculum that the two students were exposed to.
For this part of the chapter I largely draw on fieldnotes and photos taken during the visit to the
USVI As mentioned previously, the visiting Danish students were not asked to read anything
during their visit to the U.S.V.I, aside from one reading handed out to them by one of the USVI
teachers. This meant that the USVI was what I have termed an embodied curriculum, i.e. it
almost exclusively consisted in visits to historical sites, schools and museums. Following the
recounting of the counter-curriculum, I present an analysis of the two students’ positionings
(history-in-person) throughout the USVI visit.
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The Researcher’s Positioning: Who Am I in This Research?

The call for reflexivity in the context of critical (and any kind) of research (cf. Luttrell,
2000) is one that is taken to be quite central to this study. Like every other researcher, I am
situated, culturally and historically in a particular time and place with particular privileges and
positionings of my own that undoubtedly inform my work. Therefore, it is important to at least
briefly address the ways in which I see my own ways of knowing and being in the world as
related to and having informed not only the design, but certainly also the analysis and write-up of
the present study. In short, there is no way around the fact that this dissertation is a product of
my own grappling with and engaging with questions about inequality and oppression across the
two places where I have grown up, and now live: Denmark and the U.S. Being a white,
middleclass woman from Denmark in New York who has been involved in critical educational
projects for several years has propelled me into this project of interrogating the ways in which
cultural and historical amnesia and the production of ignorance (including my own) around
Denmark’s colonial past allows for the promulgation of white supremacy in Denmark today.
Moreover, the ways in which Denmark and the Nordic region is heralded as ‘good’ examples of
the supposedly well-meaning capitalist welfare state as perpetuated in the Nordic exceptionalist
discourses have propelled me to want to be able to contribute to a deconstruction of this place as
some sort of utopia that stands outside of global histories of inequality and oppression. My own
involvement in anticapitalist and antiracist struggles have made it clear for me the central role
that learning plays as both a critical tool and practice in shaping and continuously informing
further struggles. Although I do not subscribe to liberal dreams of education as the end-all, be-all
solution to economic and racial injustices, this project is in part a reflection of my belief that
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engaging with history, and specifically the colonial and slave trading history with the endpoint of
justice has the potential to transform how people think and act in the world.
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Chapter 3: The Danish Curriculum Intervention
Curriculum Analysis
In the following I provide a critical discourse analysis of the curriculum that the students
were exposed to in the Danish context as well as the teacher’s reflections of developing the
particular history curriculum that was implemented in the Danish site. My aim is to introduce
and give an overview of the curriculum so that the reader can get an understanding for what
kinds of positionings the students were afforded in the Danish curriculum, including and with a
particular attention to normative positionings (i.e. values). While the teacher had the freedom to
choose, design and implement the particular curricular texts, artefacts and activities that the
students would be engaged with during the Danish curriculum implementation, these were also
informed by the national history curriculum goals and the teacher’s participation in the UNESCO
collaboration with its corresponding goals of promoting global citizenship. The analysis of the
curriculum therefore includes an analysis of (1) an analysis of the global citizenship education
(GCE) curriculum’s goals and values (based on UNESCO reports on GCE), (2) an analysis of the
national high school history curriculum to identify key obligatory goals and values in history
education (based on archival data from the Danish educational ministry) in order to (3) analyze
the teacher’s positionings on why and how he taught the particular history of Danish slavery and
colonialism (based on transcribed interview data) as informed by both national and GCE
curriculum goals and values. Finally, (4), the present chapter provides a critical discourse
analysis of the curricular artefacts that the Danish students were engaged with during the Danish
curriculum intervention (based on the secondary sources). The analysis of the various
positionings presented across these difference data sources included comparing and contrasting
them to identify overlaps and contradictions. An overview of the differences and similarities
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between these different sources are presented in table 4. Figure 1 (presented below) provides an
illustration of the conceptualization of the curriculum as the teacher’s positionings (informed by
the national history curriculum’s stated goals and values as well as those of the global citizenship
education) as well as the cultural tools (e.g. the textbook) and activities that he had decided to
engage the students with.
Figure 1.
Overview of the Curriculum

The curriculum was implemented during the early part of 2015 with a total of 11 history
modules, each lasting 95 minutes. This number of history lessons amounts to one third of history
lessons to be had in a school year, however it was implemented in a shorter span of time. During
the curriculum implementation at Little Creek High School, the students were expected to
engage with and exposed to a variety of curricular artifacts comprising the curriculum (a history
textbook, radio program, TV program, historical sources from the Danish National Archive,
curricular activities, etc., see appendix for a table with an overview of the various curricular
96

sources), which was designed by the history teacher. During the first 8 lessons, the students were
introduced to the textbook, historical sources and other perspectives on the Danish colonial and
slave trading past. During the remaining sessions the students were engaged in what in Danish is
called “Perspektivering” (direct translation is perspectivizing, i.e. bringing the historical
knowledge into play by discussing and relating it to present day issues). While the students were
introduced to a mix of both primary and secondary historical sources, I will focus the lens of
critical discourse analysis primarily on the secondary sources (interpretive sources, i.e. the
textbook, newspaper articles, TV programs, etc.) and not on the primary historical sources. The
reason for this is that it is generally understood that the secondary sources (e.g. the textbook)
provide a contemporary perspective on how to position oneself towards a given topic, as opposed
to the primary sources that reflect the thinking of a particular time period studied. It is therefore
assumed that students are generally aware that they are not expected to adopt the values and
perspectives from the primary sources, but rather that they are expected to be critical of the
primary sources, particularly in the context of the teaching of the history of slavery and
colonialism. In contrast, it could be expected that students might respond to, engage with and
adopt the positionings presented in the contemporary sources.

Global Citizenship Education
As previously reviewed, Little Creek High School vis-a-vis Niels was a collaborating
partner in the Danish UNESCO network of Danish history teachers (from 1st grade throughout
the high school level) who share pedagogical reflections and resources with the shared aim of
developing best practices for the teaching of Denmark’s slave trading past. As such, Niels’ trip to
the USVI (the second site for data collection) was a result of his collaboration in the network and
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the expenses for both him and his student were covered by the Danish branch of UNESCO. This
network collaboration meant that Niels was also expected to conform to the general goals that
the network would articulate for themselves in the teaching of this particular past. As I have
already recounted previously, the primary goals of the UNESCO network at the time of data
collection was and continues to be to promote the development of what UNESCO calls global
citizenship (see previous review in chapter two). The executive committee of the Danish
UNESCO network sends out programs of stated shared goals and visions for the network on an
annual basis, and once a year the network coalesces for 3-4 full days of discussing developments
of pedagogical material, invite historical experts and other kinds of speakers to make
presentations for the network and have the members of the network itself present their own work.
For the purpose of the present analysis, I draw primarily on the 2015 UNESCO report to explore
discourses around global citizenship, the year during which the first round of data was collected.
In the 2015 report, global citizenship was defined as,

…a sense of belonging to a broader community and common humanity… Global
citizenship education aims to be transformative, building the knowledge, skills, values
and attitudes that learners need to be able to contribute to a more inclusive, just and
peaceful world. Global citizenship education takes ‘a multifaceted approach, employing
concepts and methodologies already applied in other areas, including human rights
education, peace education, education for sustainable development and education for
international understanding’5 and aims to advance their common objectives.” (UNESCO,
2015, p. 14-15).
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In drawing on these articulation of global citizenship, the stated goals for the specific Danish
UNESCO network of teachers seeking to develop best practices in the teaching specifically of
the slave trading past were as follows:

“Action Plan for the TST network
With a focus on the transatlantic slave trade the goal for the network is to conduct academic and
pedagogical work with a focus on global citizenship and sustainable development. The network
should work towards the following goals:


to promote the students’ intercultural competencies, their knowledge of human rights,
their understanding of sustainable development and their role as global citizens



to develop and employ special TST curricula



to develop the yearly network meetings and to emphasize the presentation of already
implemented curriculum, a high degree of exchanging experiences and a strengthening of
the collaboration between network schools



to develop tools that show the knowledge, experience and curricula developed in the TST
network and externally



to develop and promote the knowledge of materials that can be used in the context of
bigger assignments at the high school lever and in topic-oriented projects in primary
schools



to cover and communicate new material about Danish colonialism and the slave trade and
to put a focus on different forms of modern slavery
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to establish and further develop network activities with schools in Ghana, St. Croix and
other relevant partners with the aim of concrete collaborations around projects and
curricula



to promote equal dialogue between different cultures



to mark the 100-year sale of the Danish West Indies in 2017 in the broad public



to follow up on this action plan during the yearly TST network meetings” (Report to the
Danish UNESCO network, 2016)

The key points above are all informed by the general UNESCO goals for global citizenship as
outlined in the yearly reports. In comparison with the national history curriculum goals, as will
be evident from analysis presented in the following section, the Danish UNESCO network’s
stated goals emphasized social justice, as opposed to the more vague language of “democratic
citizens” in the national curriculum goals. At the same time, the emphasis on the learning of
history as something that should be used to promote cultural competency in students was echoed
across the GCE and national history goals.

The State Mandated History Goals
In the following I present an overview of the overall history goals and aims at the high
school level in Danish high schools. As mentioned previously, the teaching of the Danish history
of slavery and Danish colonialism is not obligatory per the state mandated requirements for
history curriculum at the high school level. In addition, high school teachers, including history
teachers, have complete academic freedom in terms of how they design their curricula as long as
they are addressing the state-mandated topics and goals of history education (see appendix 7 with
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an overview of obligatory core content in history). Below is the paragraph from the 2013 Statemandated History Curriculum for history teachers and students:

Aim. History simultaneously serves a formative and study-preparational aim with an
emphasis on the students’ development of personal authority. The course develops the
students’ historical knowledge, consciousness and identity while stimulating their interest
for and ability to ask questions about the past to develop an understanding of the complex
world they live in. The students develop their knowledge and insight in important events
and developmental trajectories in the history of Denmark, Europe’s history and world
history, about their own cultural background and other cultures. The subject gives the
students tools to judge different types of historical material and prepares them to digest
and structure the many forms of historical communication and uses of history, which they
come into contact with in and outside of school. Through the work with the historical
material the students’ critical-analytical and creative skills are being developed/trained.
(Danish Educational Ministry, 2013, p.2, my translation)

As is evident from the above paragraph, history is cast as a subject that engages and prepares
students to acquire historical knowledge that among other things allow them to reflect on their
own culture as well as that of others. While some subjects vary, history is one of the subjects that
students have to take throughout their 3 years in a Danish high school (STX). The promulgation
emphasizes and spells out the specific skills that students are expected to develop in the course of
the subject as can be seen below,
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The goals of Danish history education at the high school level are among others to
develop a sense of history, to recognize the connections between the past and present day
issues, as well as to understand Danish culture and that of other cultures. The primary
skills that students are expected to develop are summarized in the promulgation as being
the following:
 Account for central developmental trajectories and events in Danish history, European
history and world history, including connections between national, regional, European
and global development
 Document knowledge about different societal forms
 Articulate historical issues and relate these to the students’ own time
 Analyze the relationship between people, nature and society throughout time
 Analyze examples of the interplay between material conditions and people’s worldviews
 Explain societal changes and discuss principals of a period (’periodiseringsprincipper’)
 Reflect on humans as historically made and makers of history
 Collect and systematize information about and from the past
 Process different kinds of historical material and be able to be methodically-critical
(metode-kritisk) of the uses of history
 Communicate historical insights in different ways and to substantiate these
 Demonstrate knowledge about the subject’s identity and methods
(Danish Educational Ministry, 2013,
p.2-3)
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Furthermore, in the handbook, history teachers are instructed on didactic principles and how to
engage students pedagogically. Emphasis is placed on the importance of teaching history from
multiple perspectives. The promulgation handbook states,

History education has a multi-perspective approach to the material, just like a majority of the
education is the development of knowledge and insight with discussions of different
approaches and opinions to any given topic. Thereby history education can contribute to the
development of students’ personal competencies, like for example going into a dialogue,
listening and respecting others’ opinions, to argue and document viewpoints. Overall,
competencies that are very important to develop the students’ ability and will to become
active citizens in a democratic society.” (Danish Educational Ministry, 2013, p.15, emphasis
added)

In accordance with the general constructivist, student-led pedagogy of much of the Danish public
school educational agenda and environment (Carlgren, Klette, Myrdal,Schnack & Simola, 2006),
the history education promulgation also spells out how one of the central didactic principals and
goals of history education is to prepare students to develop their own questions in relation to
historical issues:

The presentation of history-specific issues/questions (problemstilinger) should be part of
the curriculum/teaching and the students should be trained in independently articulating
issues/questions. (Danish Educational Ministry, 2013, p.12)

103

This emphasis is one that the teacher in his pedagogical approach while teaching the Danish TST
made, which I will return to in my analysis of the teachers’ pedagogical approach. Finally, the
history promulgation notes that students as a result of their engagement with the subject of
history should develop an understanding of humans as being a result of history as well as to see
themselves as history makers. As is stated in the national guidelines,

The goal [thus] is to make them aware about their own time as a product of a long
trajectory. They have to understand that human beings, that they themselves are products
of history, and that they therefore also are makers of history. They live in a historical
period and they make a difference as individuals, as a group, as a generation, as part of
one social layer or another. (Danish Educational Ministry, 2013, p. 5)

This last emphasis on the aim of students understanding themselves not only as products of
history, but also as history makers themselves is relevant, particularly in my analysis of how
students reflected on the past and present in the context of learning about the Danish slave
trading past. To apply this general aim of making students understand that they are not only
products of history, but also makers of it, invokes a notion, although very implicitly, of the
future. I will return to this point in my discussion of Niels’ positioning on the questions about
inequality and struggles today and his, and the students’ role in contributing to (even attempting)
to address and challenge these issues as he saw it.
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The Teacher’s Positioning
Before, during and following the three-week history curriculum intervention I
continuously interviewed the teacher, Niels, about his pedagogical reflections in planning and
executing the teaching of the Danish TST curriculum intervention. Niels was a veteran history
teacher (ten years), educated from of a public university in a bigger city in Denmark. In addition
to teaching history at Little Creek High School he also taught physical education. Niels had an
outgoing and friendly personality and was eager to share materials and reflections with me.
Following my initial meeting with him at the UNESCO history teacher conference in the early
Fall of 2014, Niels and I had regular phone conversations throughout the following months,
leading up to my visit at the high school in January of 2015. When I asked him if he would be
interested in collaborating by allowing me into his classroom, he was eager and open to the idea.
Below I provide an overview of the critical discourse analysis (as described in the methods
chapter) of the teacher’s positioning based on nine audio-recorded and transcribed interviews I
conducted with Niels during the time of the Danish curriculum intervention as well as fieldnotes
based on additional conversations with Niels that were not recorded. The interviews primarily
took place at the school (in the teacher’s lounge or in the classroom) but occasionally we would
also discuss on the phone. The interviews were dialogue-based (see appendix for general
guideline for my interview questions) and were driven by my quest to understand his aims and
reflections behind the curricular intervention. The analysis of Niels’ positionings are based on
the inductive and critical discourse analytical process described in the methodology chapter.
In reflecting on what kinds of skills the students needed to develop and practice in the
subject of history, Niels mentioned the following:
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Objectivity, which for him included looking at a topic and a time period

from different angles and perspectives


To understand the thinking and world views of a particular time-period



To embody/experience the time-period that they are studying



Student-led learning



To not judge the past on premises of the present

The first four objectives are all consistent with the goals and aims of history education as
presented in the national, state-mandated goals for history in the previous section. The final point
about not judging the past on the premises of the present are not articulated directly in the
national curriculum goals, however this point could possibly be implied as being connected to
the notion of understanding the thinking of a particular time. About the importance of looking at
a topic from different perspectives, Niels argued that he had to practice the values in society of
examining a question from different angles, regardless of which angles:

Naja: I was reading yesterday about the global citizen literature [one of the UNESCO
goals], which also has this notion about the active citizen, solidarity and tolerance and
those kinds of//
Niels:// Yes, and those are the values that are actually written into, that are.. well.. but
those are also just some of the values that exist in our society, something that I then have
to reproduce.. and if we look at it like that (…) to prepare [the students] to take a stance..
[for them] to consider what it is that is happening.. that is also why that discussion.. it is..
well, it almost does not matter what it is, but to be able to see a case/situation from
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different angles and to be able reflect about it… that is the historical contribution, well,
the thing of.. to be critical of sources..” (interview with Niels, emphasis added)

Niels seemed to value students’ critical review of sources and during the class sessions would
solicit students’ analysis and take on a particular source’s positionality and perspective.
However, in spite of the claim of the importance of investigating a topic from different
perspectives, the curriculum did not contain a single primary historical source from a
Black/enslaved perspective (I will return to this point in my analysis of the students’
positionings). On the importance of understanding the thinking of the particular time period that
students were learning about, he said:

[The students] have to understand the past on its premises and that is not to excuse it, but
just one
way to understand [it], so that you don’t judge [the past] based on our way of thinking
[today]. (interview with Niels)

In a separate part of the same interview he expanded further on this notion that he thought it was
important to not judge actions of the past:

[The students] have to think about this.. it’s like.. you have to understand that, and to
understand the thinking at the time.. I also think it is unfair to just sit back and yell
“bandits” at the people of that time, because it could also be that in 200 years we think
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that it is outrageous that you could keep a dog as a pet.. or what do I know.. that we once
had hamsters in cages, right? (interview with Niels)

The notion about not judging the past on values and premises of today was a key point for Niels,
and it often came up during our conversations about what the meaning of the particular
curriculum of the Danish slave trading past should and could be. The complete rejection that it
would be possible to judge or take a value stance on acts of the past seemed to invoke the
assumption on behalf of the teacher (although this was not explicitly articulated by him) that
there is ever only one world view or thinking of a particular historical time period such as for
example during the transatlantic slave trading period. This position completely leaves out that
from the inception of the colonial and slave trading worldview there was also an abolitionist
worldview. As such, the teacher’s non-judgment positioning seemed to suggest his own implicit
position of engaging the slave trading past from the colonial, white perspective. In another
interview Niels argued the following:

If [slavery and colonialism] had existed today, or if I had been alive back then, then I
would have also been sort of a racist, in the sense that this was the worldview of the time,
so I would have probably adhered to it. Because that was the consensus at the time
(interview with Niels)

This relativistic standpoint and core value for Niels of not judging the past from present-day
values and as in the above excerpt again arguing that there was only one worldview at the time of
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Danish colonialism became salient for how students ended up relating to the history of Danish
slavery and colonialism (I will return to this in chapter four).
As previously mentioned, the Danish history of colonialism and slavery is not an
obligatory topic in the state-mandated history curriculum at the high school level. As such, the
teacher’s decision to teach this topic was his own. In reflecting on why he had decided to teach
this particular history he mentioned several reasons:


students should know about this neglected part of Danish history



it is an interesting topic (entertainment value?)



pragmatic reasons (he argued that there are many sources to draw on,

which makes it a good topic for the students to discuss at their oral history exam during
their final year of high school)


to make the students become “good democrats”

About why he teaches this particular topic the teacher said:

…first of all, I think it is an interesting topic.. that’s the personal part, that I think it is an
interesting topic, so it is something that I always teach (…) and then also because the first
time I encountered [this history] then I thought, okay, what is this.. you know, I actually
didn’t know anything about it either, and that’s a little bit crazy, that something which I
think is… a pretty important part of Danish history.. that it is basically unknown.”
(interview with Niels)

In the above utterance, Niels repeatedly uses the term “interesting” to explain why he had
decided to teach the history of the Danish slave trade. This language reflects to a certain extent
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teaching and learning as something that has an entertaining element. This was in line with Niels
reporting that students would find it interesting, not as something necessarily personally
meaningful, but rather signifies relating to this particular history from a somewhat emotionally
detached positioning. Niels here also invokes the more socially acceptable argument that the
slave trading past should be considered an important part of Danish history, and brings up the
issue that this part of Danish history largely has been neglected. However, as can be seen from a
separate excerpt below, Niels simultaneously, and in some ways contradictorily to the discourse
of importance invoked in the above excerpt, argued that the Danish slave trading past is not as
central to Danish history as it is to U.S.Virgin Islanders. In cementing the point about why he
thought it was important to teach this particular history to the students, he further explained:

Niels: Well, they have to get this thing, that Denmark actually played a role in this,
because everyone.. If you ask them about their pre-understanding.. of course they know..
they know about the triangle trade.. that is actually something they have heard about..
(…) that is something many of them bring from primary-middle school, or have heard
about it.. or at least know about the n-word slavery.. and I call it that consciously,
because that is//
Naja: //is that how it is referred to in history//?
Niels: //well, that thing about calling it n-word slavery.. that could actually be
interesting.. what can you call it, but.. is there a politically correct term for it.. but.. as I
said, yes, Denmark’s role in [the transatlantic slave trade], so that they get to know it.. ah,
that is the West Indies.. and that they have some sort of understanding of it, so that when
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they sometime [in the future] encounter it, they will be like ah yes, I know something
about that” (interview with Niels)

The fact that Niels here used the Danish term “n-word slavery” and then engaged a question
about whether the term is racist and therefore problematic (which it undeniable is) is emblematic
of his general distancing from the subject through a maintenance of the importance of some false
idea about objectivity defined as the practice of entertaining all options and questions. I will
return to a discussion about how the use of the n-word in the history classroom became a salient
theme not unconnected to Niels’ non-stance around the use of racist language in the classroom.
The arguments about the importance and aims of the students’ learning about this particular past
are also somewhat vague (“so that when they sometime [in the future] encounter it, they will be
like ah yes, I know something about that”). This implicitly also invokes a discourse of learning
for the sake of learning, as opposed to considering the practice of history teaching as imbued
with the possibility of affording students with tools for critical engagement with the world.
Furthermore, while Niels did communicate that he thought it important for the students to know
about Denmark’s role in the TST, he simultaneously communicated that this particular history
was not a central part of Danish history:

Well, the primary thing.. and that also has to do with the debate about the teaching of
this, which is that they should know about this part of Danish history.. and that is.. both
because I think it is an interesting topic, and because there are some cool ways to put
perspectives on it, and then I think.. it is after all.. it’s not.. it’s just another topic in the
history of Denmark, it’s not like in the West Indies where that history book [referring to
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the current USVI history textbook he had shown me], well [that history] takes up almost
the entire thing, right? So for [U.S. Virgin Islanders].. when they have to talk about
history, then it is the slave past, right? That is how it is, and that is not how it is in
Denmark, where there are so many other things that we could focus on.. but I do think
that it is important, and I think that I have a bigger responsibility to teach them about this
[history] than about the Spanish conquering of the world even though admittedly it has
had a bigger impact globally.. or how should I put it.. than little Denmark’s colonial
adventures, because they have probably in reality not - aside from the concrete
consequences, or people involved in this… then they haven’t.. well, it’s questionable how
big of a global significance [Danish colonialism] has had because it is just a tiny part of a
much, much bigger thing, right.. but it is also just as much a principle… what took place,
we need to consider it, right?” (interview with Niels)

The teacher here invokes the positioning that the Danish slave trading history is not as important
to Danes as it is to U.S. Virgin Islanders. This notion – which also became a prevalent
positioning by the students in the Danish site as well as by the students who went to the USVI –
reveals the rationale that it is possible to section off the slave trading history from Danish
history, treating it like a parenthesis, rather than a defining moment for the country. This
positioning ignores the foundational influence and meaning of the slave trading history for the
country then and today.
By arguing that in comparison with Spanish colonialism, the Danish colonial and slave
trading had a much smaller impact globally, Niels manages to relativize the meaning and
consequences of this particular history. It is a dangerous position, particularly in the context of
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the country’s general lack of engaging with the history – a point that Niels, as already shown,
contradictorily would also bring up. I will return to a further discussion of the relativizing and
trivializing of the Danish history of slave trade in chapter five as I explore how students respond
to and engage with this discourse. Furthermore, the use of the word ‘interesting’ again alongside
the use of the word ‘cool’ when reflecting on his decision of teaching this history again signals a
level of emotional and personal distancing from the particular history.
In alignment with the national history curriculum, Niels also mentioned that another
value and aim with teaching this particular history is that students have to become “good
democrats”:

Well, they have to be good democrats, as it says in the [national curriculum] that they
have to be educated to be.. I can’t remember if it is active, democratic citizens [or
something like that]” (interview with Niels)

As can be gleaned from Niels’ statement above, this latter argument of using the teaching of the
slave trading history to promote the development of the good democratic citizen did not seem to
be on the top of his list of motivations and aims, but more like a nod to the state-sanctioned
goals. In alignment with the state-mandated goals and structure of history education, Niels had
planned a curriculum that would engage the students in a variety of curricular activities
throughout the three-week curriculum implementation. Below I list the types of activities that the
students were engaged in during the implementation of the history curriculum in Denmark, 2015.
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Table.3.
Types of Curricular Activities Implemented in the Danish Site
Types of Curricular Activities During the 3-week Curriculum Intervention
Reading during class time
“Walk and talk” (term coined by the teacher when students were sent out of the
classroom to walk around the school while discussing a question, doing a reading, etc.)
Group work
Lectures by the teacher
Classroom discussion
Watching TV clip
Listening to the radio clip
Embodying History “Middle Passage Activity”
Comparing Two Textbooks

Niels engaged students in a variety of tasks, and most of them seemed to be guided by the idea of
student-centered learning. He also expressed concern that students had a hard time staying
focused too long and the pedagogy of varying the curricular activities seemed in part to be
informed by the idea of allowing students to move around so that they could focus. The use of
for example what the teacher called “walk and talk” included giving students either a reading to
read and then allowing them to pair up two-and-two by themselves before walking out of the
classroom into the hallways of the school to complete the task within a time-limited period.
These pedagogical approaches allowed students a lot of freedom, but also made their reasoning
and learning process much more discrete for the teacher to assess and engage.
Overall, the analysis of Niels’ positionings around why he teaches the particular history
of the Danish slave trade, and his curricular and pedagogical reflections on the meaning of the
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teaching of history, suggest that Niels contradictorily would draw on socially acceptable or more
clichéd ways of thinking about the importance of teaching-learning history (learning for the sake
of learning, this particular aspect of Danish history has been neglected) while simultaneously
invoking arguments that this history is not as important to Danes alongside with the use of
discourses and positionings that suggested a level of emotional distancing (“interesting”, “cool”)
as well as cynicism (“I would have also been sort of a racist”).
Below I provide a table with an overview of the key positionings that I identified in my
critical discourse analysis of the teacher’s reflections about why he teaches this particular
history, the national history curriculum and finally the goals of teaching this history as
articulated in the UNESCO network. The critical discourse analysis included coding both the
archival data and the transcripts of the interviews with Niels in the qualitative analysis program,
MAXQDA, to identify patterns in the positionings and values around the teaching of this
particular history. Following a coding of all the documents (throughout which I also engaged in
memo writing), the process entailed contrasting and comparing the different major positionings
and values (defined as normative positionings on how to teach history) present across the
national curriculum, the UNESCO goals and the teacher. Below I present a table with an
overview of the comparison of key positionings across the three stakeholders (Daiute, Stern &
Lelitu-Wenger, 2003). I distinguish between whether a normative positioning was predominant,
somewhat present or absent across the different stakeholders in order to provide the reader with a
sense of the differences and similarities across the teacher, the national history curriculum and
the UNESCO goals of global citizenship.

115

Table 4.
Overview of Major Positionings Across Stakeholders in the Curriculum
Positioning (value)

The Teacher

The UNESCO TST
Network

Predominant

The National
History
curriculum
Absent

It is important to learn about the
history of Danish slavery and
colonialism
Objectivity in history education is
achieved through looking at an
event through multiple
perspectives

Predominant

Predominant

Absent

Important to understand Danish
mindset and thinking of the time

Predominant

Some

Absent

Do not judge the thinking and
actions of a different time period
based on values of today

Predominant

Absent

Absent

This history is not as important to
Danes as it is to Ghanaians and
U.S.Virgin Islanders

Predominant

Some* (by the
fact that the topic
is not obligatory)

Absent* (quite the
opposite)

Learning about this history to
become democratic citizens

Some

Predominant

Predominant

Predominant

In comparing and contrasting the different positionings around the importance and
meaning of the teaching-learning of the transatlantic slave trade, it is clear that Niels’ own
positionings, while informed to an extent by both some of the progressive and progressivist goals
of both the national high school history curriculum goals and the global citizenship education
goals, remained a bit more vague in terms of articulating goals of history as a critical tool for
democratic or social justice engagement. Rather, Niels’ positioning around the teaching of the
history was fueled by drawing on certain aspects of the specific ideas about history education as
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articulated in the national curriculum (e.g. multi-perspectivity and student-led learning) and by a
somewhat emotionally distant and at times cynical way of relating to the meaning of the Danish
history of the slave trade.

Critical Discourse Analysis of Key Curricular Artefacts

In this second leg of the analysis of the curriculum I provide the results of a critical
discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2012) of the curricular artefacts to identify the ways in which
these artefacts afforded students certain kinds of ways of positioning themselves towards this
particular history. This means that I provide first an-depth analysis of the three major curricular
artefacts that students were exposed to during the first nine sessions of the history curriculum
intervention at Little Creek High School. Followed by that is a presentation of the critical
discourse analysis of the secondary sources that students were engaging with during the last three
history sessions (the ‘perspectivizing’ aspect of the curriculum). Finally, I provide a table with an
overview of the various key positionings of how to relate to and engage with the Danish history
of slavery and colonialism available to the students vis-à-vis the teacher’s own positionings and
the curricular artefacts in the Danish curriculum.

The history textbook: Slavery as a “cultural encounter”. The critical discourse
analysis of the Danish history textbook on the Danish slave trading and colonial past was done
not only with an attention to the continued tensions of colonialism and post-colonialism in the
context of the nationalist processes of history making as previously addressed, but also
particularly with an attention to how in the context of racial status quo in Denmark and the
Nordic region (as previously described), a presumed post post-colonialism (beyond
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postcolonialism) or ‘colorblindness’ might shape the history writing. In a critical analysis of the
history wars as part of the neocolonial aftermath in Australia, Parkes (2007) notes the following:

…the conflation of history with the triumphant narratives of the West has been described
as a masterstroke of imperialism. Tracing its genealogy from Europe, "history" has
tended to have a culturally specific teleology, and to position the peoples outside of
Europe in ways-surprisingly reminiscent of the neo-conservative historicist Fukuyama
(1992)-that assume they will "come on board" in the journey towards the ultimate end,"
or be left behind as "people without history." This embedded, often invisible historicist
agenda has tended to result in histories that construct those ethnically different from the
historian's culture as inferior, by using "whiteness" as the invisible norm against which all
others are compared.. (p.391)

It is with this risk of the “come on board” discourse in mind, and particularly by drawing on the
critical methodological tools introduced by Morgan and Henning (2013, see methodology
chapter) as well as the insights of critical race theory, that the following analysis was conducted.
The textbook that was used in this particular curriculum intervention was entitled “Cultural
Encounters – in Danish colonial history” (2010) and is written by Danish historians Marianne
Rostgaard and Lotte Schou. The textbook, which is published by one of the biggest publishing
companies in Denmark, Gyldendal, not only covers the Danish history of TST, but also focuses
on other previous Danish colonies (e.g. Tranquebar in India and Greenland). The book is divided
into seven chapters with the following chapter titles: 1) Denmark as a colonial power, 2)
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Greenland as a Danish colony, 3) Trade stations and traders on the Gold Coast, 4) Danish West
Indies, 5) Denmark in Asia, 6) Danish servants of imperialism, 7) Cultural Encounters Today.
During the three week curriculum intervention, the Danish students were assigned
chapters 1, 3 and 4 and as such I will focus my analysis on these three chapters. I will however
also look at the final chapter, chapter 7, which provides some useful insights for understanding
the general perspective from which the Danish historians and authors of the textbook wrote the
textbook. Based on a critical discourse analysis of the textbook, which was conducted by an
inductive and deductive process of line-by-line coding of printed out copies of the three chapters,
I identified the following relevant patterns in reasoning, values and perspectives as proposed by
historians Rostgaard and Schou in the narrative and discursive practices of the textbook:


Apologizing and simultaneously relativizing the atrocities of slavery among other things
by the use of the notion of cultural encounter and by making reference to the fact that
other European nations did the same. This pattern was connected with a pattern of
removing/downplaying the Danish responsibility for this particular history



Engaging with and writing from point of view of the white, planter, thus modeling planter
logic for the reader.



Exploring in depth (particularly through the historical sources) the suffering and
exploitation of enslaved Africans (trivializing racial violence) and by omission of sources
from the African and enslaved perspective downplaying Black/African agency in the
shaping of this history.



Emphasizing purported “responsibility” of Africans in the TST.

As detailed in the methodology chapter, the critical discourse analysis was informed by the
research questions, including the theoretical perspective of critical race theory and the
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postcolonial tradition. This meant that during the analytical process and line-by-line coding of
the textbook, particular attention was paid to how the Danish historians Rostgaard and Schou
portrayed Danes as agents of history, Africans as agents of history, how they made connections
between the past and the present, who they would emphasize as key players in the historical
narrative arc, etc.

Apologism and relativism: Slavery as a cultural encounter. The textbook, while
acknowledging the violent aspects of the Danish TST and slavery, largely reproduces a planter
perspective and logic, and simultaneously is written from a perspective of apologism. This is
achieved through various means, but a central one is by casting slavery as a cultural encounter. (I
have also written about this elsewhere, see Hougaard, 2017). The chapter on the former Danish
West Indies starts out in line with the benign sounding title of the book by stating the following:

In the Caribbean - which in Danish is called West Indies - a true cultural encounter took
place from the 17th century and onward. The Europeans bought or conquered the islands
and settled as owners of sugar cane plantations. The Africans were shipped across the
Atlantic Ocean to work as slaves on the plantations. The different cultures from Africa
and Europe that were brought together then, today make up the special Caribbean
culture.” (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p. 85, my translation and emphasis)

The analytical lens of ‘cultural encounter’ is used continuously throughout the textbook. A
paragraph describing the caging and exhibiting of two Black children from the former Danish
West Indies in the amusement park of Tivoli in Copenhagen in 1905 is presented under the sub-
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header: “A Cultural Encounter” as another example of the use of this discourse (Rostgaard and
Schou, 2010, p.18). In a further introduction to the concept of cultural encounters, the authors
write:

The encounter with “the Others” to a great extent shaped the European’s understanding
of who they were themselves. The colonial history is therefore also a history about
cultural encounters - both violent and peaceful cultural encounters. (Rostgaard and
Schou, 2010, p. 18)

Equating Danish colonialism, slavery and the continued exploitative, slavery-like working
conditions that followed the official abolition of slavery right up until the sale in 1917, with a
‘true cultural encounter’ manages to completely conceal the power dynamics inherent in
colonialism. While Rostgaard and Schou in other paragraphs acknowledge the violent encounter
that took place in the Danish pursuit of profit abroad, the framing by the use of “cultural
encounter” seems to work to protect white fragility (DiAngelo, 2011) and white safety (Leonardo
& Porter, 2010). By primarily framing Danish colonialism and slavery as a cultural encounter,
Rostgaard and Schou manage to soften the blow for the white Danish reader of this history,
which has otherwise been completely neglected. Additionally, in placing emphasis on culture,
the lasting global economic consequences of the exploitation that took place are also relegated to
the margin. The result of colonialism is, therefore, the development of a “special Caribbean
culture” as Rostgaard and Schou suggest, not structural racism or global economic inequality.
The apologist or relativizing move is also achieved when the authors often make
reference to or compare Denmark’s actions with other European colonial powers. On the first
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page of the textbook, the authors state. “Denmark in the 1600s became a colonial power just like
a number of other European countries.” (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p. 9, emphasis added). The
continuous comparison to other European countries and at times the use mostly of the term
‘Europeans’ when the term ‘Danes’ might as well have been more accurate works to both reduce
the importance of the atrocities (”everyone did it”) and works to remove focus from Denmark to
Europe (away from a national focus). While it is true that in both the Danish
occupation/colonization of Ghana as well the Danish occupation of the former Danish West
Indies, there were other Europeans (planters, soldiers, etc.) collaborating with the Danish
planters and colonizers, there is no doubt that the occupation and operation of the colonial forts
and ports was run under the Danish king, albeit not right away. The question about how
nationality is used or brought up thus becomes interesting in the context of the authors using the
term Europeans intermittently.
Furthermore, Rostgaard and Schou argue that enslaved people and the working classes of
Denmark at the time of the Danish slavery were treated equally bad. In the words of the
textbook, “Slaves were treated brutally. So were Danish sailors and seamen in the navy and on
the trade ships as was the underclass in Denmark.” (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p.13). Again, by
comparing the treatment of the Danish underclass as well as the sailors with the enslaved
Africans in the former Danish West Indies, Rostgaard and Schou relativize the undoubtedly
crueler conditions for the enslaved population under Danish colonial rule compared to the
Danish underclass. Similarly, in describing how Danish occupation and settler colonialism
changed Ghana, the authors suggest that the Danish colonization of the area presumably did not
change the local dynamics and conflicts much. They write: “There were presumably just as many
conflicts and wars between the different chiefs and kingdoms before as after the arrival of the
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Europeans.” (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p.65). Rather, it has exactly been argued that the
presence of European traders in Africa promoted the development of wars between different
communities with the sole purpose of claiming war victims to be sold in the trade (Rodney,
1982). In describing the phenomenon of cassare, the fact that Danish settler colonizers in Ghana
forged relationships with Ghanaian women, the authors suggest the following analysis:

It is easy to see the system [of white Danish colonizers forcing relationships with
Ghanaian women] as a system where white men exploited Black women, but maybe it is
not that simple?” (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p.68)

While they don’t explore the above stated question much further, this is another example of how
the authors in general engaged discourses that relativize and trivialize the meanings of the violent
encounters that the Danish colonial and slave trading history was responsible for. There appears
to be a clear pattern in the textbook of relativizing the atrocities of Danish colonialism and
slavery by the use of various modifiers, of which the most significant one is the use of the notion
of cultural encounter.

Displacing responsibility: False argument about responsibility. In the chapter about
Ghana and the Danish colonial rule, the authors of the Danish textbook emphasize - much like
the Danish historian and host of the radio program that the Danish students later listened to on
the third day of the curriculum implementation (analysis of both of these two sources will be
presented in later sections of this chapter) - that Africans participated in the slave trade on equal
terms with the Danish colonizers. They write,
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The sufferings of slavery - who is responsible? (headline) The transatlantic slave trade with all the sufferings that it brought about in both Africa and America - was a result of
European colonialism, and the Europeans are primarily responsible for the slave trade.
But Africans participated actively in the trade with people and made money from it. In a
discussion about who is responsible with regards to the slave trade, these African
middlemen have to be seen as accomplices. If they are not considered responsible as well,
then Africans become reduced to people who do not make their own decisions, but who
are forced, tricked or seduced by Europeans to do as they did. An acquittal of those
Africans who participated in the slave trade could be seen as a type of racism in that we
are thereby saying that Africans cannot and should not be judged by the same measures
as Europeans. (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p. 62)

While the authors do state that Europeans should be considered primarily responsible, they bring
into play a really problematic argument in the above excerpt that is also brought up in the 46minute long radio program that the students listened to on the third day of the curriculum
intervention, namely the argument that Africans sold their own people. This argument became a
particularly salient one to the students because they were exposed to it multiple times. This
argument that “Africans sold their own” completely obscures the power dynamics under which
the exchanges between Danish colonizers and local African chiefs took place (Rodney, 1982). It
also is a question of emphasis. In the context of Denmark where there still has been minimal
engagement with the specific Danish history of slavery and slave trade, the insistent emphasis on
“African responsibility” as a key point that Niels wanted to communicate affords the Danish
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students and readers of the textbook to immediately distance themselves from the Danish
responsibility for the slave trading and colonial history. It also obscures that the lasting
consequences of European colonization and slave trade in Africa and the Americas clearly
benefited and still benefits Europeans/white people, not Africans. Finally, the crude irony of the
claim that it would be racist to not emphasize and consider Africans as “accomplices” is
noteworthy. While the textbook in other chapters than the ones that the students in this study
were assigned to read, does address the development of racial stereotypes during the period of
colonization, they otherwise do not discuss race and racism. In the index of the book, the only
page reference for the word “racism” leads to the above quote about so called African
responsibility. As such, the authors manage to use a criticism of anti-Black racism to further
make their point about the - according to them - importance of emphasizing “African
participation”.

White, colonial logic. Rostgaard and Schou (2010) not only write in ways that protect
white fragility but in some instances outright reproduce the white, planter logic without critically
reflecting on it. For example, in their discussion of the early period in the former Danish West
Indies, the textbook reads:

The operation of the plantations required a workforce. That is why in the 1600s and
1700s Danish convicts were sailed to the Danish West Indies just like the Brits were
sending their convicts to Australia. But the Black Africans turned out to be a much better
workforce. The Danes soon participated eagerly in the transportation of slaves across the
Atlantic. (Rostgaard & Schou, 2010, p.86, emphasis added)
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By uncritically stating “required” and that “Black Africans turned out to be a much better
workforce”, Rostgaard and Schou naturalize the decisions of the Danish slave traders and
planters. This statement also invokes racist and biological myths of Black people as being
inherently stronger than white people. The planter perspective is reproduced in many ways.
Rostgaard and Schou in several instances refer to Black people in the former Danish West Indies
by using the derogatory, racist Danish “n-word”. The Danish colonial archive abounds in sources
that use the term “n-word” and many of these are reprinted in the textbook’s source index,
however Rostgaard and Schou in multiple instances throughout the textbook readily use this term
as well outside of drawing on a historical source. Whether this is done as part of a historical
writing style of drawing on the terminology from the time (the authors also primarily use
colonial terms to refer to geographical places, such as “The Gold Coast”, “the coast of the
slaves”, “the New World”) or whether the authors believe that this terminology is acceptable is
in some ways irrelevant. It models for the reader the planter perspective and allows the use of a
language that clearly signals that Denmark certainly has not moved into a postcolonial period.
The textbook abounds in language that embodies the planter/Danish perspective, such as:

“The great time for Danish trade abroad” (Rostgaard and Shou, 2010, p.12, emphasis
added)
“The colonization of America and the inception of plantations developed the need for a
workforce, which was “solved” by importing slaves from Africa.” (Rostgaard and Schou,
2010, p. 13, emphasis added)
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“The Slave Trade on the Gold Coast. Only very few European adventurers went into the
continent in Africa before the second half of the 1800s” (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010,
p.63, emphasis added)
“From around 1750 a long period began with progress and good times for Denmark and
Danish trade (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p.65, emphasis added)

As can be gleaned from the examples above, the Danish historians and authors of the textbook
uncritically write from the perspective of the white, Danish planter. By using terms like
‘adventurers’ to describe the Danish colonizers who participated in the violent encounters in the
colonization of Africa or to use the term ‘progress and good times’ to describe the violent history
of Danish colonialism, the authors gloss over the violent history and rather identify with the
white, colonial perspective.

Historical distortions: Empathy for the Danish perspective and lack of focus on
African/Black struggle and agency. In the concluding remarks of the chapter on the former
Danish West Indies, the authors describe the period that leads up to the abolition of slavery in
1848 in the former Danish West Indies. In the below excerpt the authors describe the role of the
last Danish governor in the former Danish West Indies, Peter von Scholten, who has often been
celebrated as a hero in Danish history making.

Peter von Scholten was like Schimmelman [previous governor] convinced that schools
and education was to come before abolition. He therefore immediately got started on
building those schools for slave children that Schimmelman unsuccessfully had sought to
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build after the agreement of 1793. It took a strong state or a willful and vigorous
governor like Peter von Scholten if you wanted to achieve something against the will of
the planters.” (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p.99, emphasis added)

While the authors do acknowledge that the abolition of slavery in 1848 is the result of a
rebellion, they still manage to paint von Scholten in rosy terms like the above one. Another
Danish ‘hero’ who is celebrated in the textbook by Rostgaard and Shou is the Danish doctor,
Paul Isert:

The Enlightenment Thoughts about Reform and The Abolition of the Slave Trade 1792.
The Enlightenment thoughts about humanity and human rights played somewhat of a
role, also for the slaves in the West Indies. One of the Danes who expressed the most
dissatisfaction with the inhumanity of the slave trade and slavery was the doctor, Paul
Isert.” (Rostgaard and Schou, 2010, p. 97).

Meanwhile, none of the people who struggled for and organized enslaved Africans in the former
Danish West Indies are mentioned by name or addressed by introduction of sources. The period
from 1848 until 1916 where the sale of the islands take place are also not described other than
from a planter perspective, noting that it was a period of decline and loss of profit. The empathy
is for the planter:

The opportunities that entrepreneurial Danish traders had had when Danes stayed out of
the European wars in the 1700s were no longer available after the Napoleon wars. Both
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the Danish state and private people were lacking in money to invest in the plantations, the
ships and the factories. In the Danish West Indies a long and painful period of decline
began. In addition to the other misfortunes, the planters had heavily exploited the soil
during the good years towards the end of the 1700s, so it was depleted. Thus, the profit of
the production in the plantations plummeted for the planters.” (Rostgaard and Schou,
2010, p.102, emphasis added)

As is clear from the above segment, the perspective from which the final period of the Danish
West Indies is described, is done exclusively from the planter/Danish perspective. The reader is
made to empathize with the planters by the use of words like “misfortune” and “painful”.
Meanwhile, it is not mentioned that during this time the conditions for Black people in the
islands worsened. This leaves the reader with the most insight into the Danish, planter
perspective and very little about the African/Black perspective.

“White objectivity”: Neocolonial epistemology. As a final ‘nail in the coffin’ in the
distortions of the Danish history of slavery and slave trade, historians Rostgaard and Schou end
the textbook in the last paragraph in the final chapter of the book entitled “Cultural encounters
today” by bringing up the fictitious issue of Black people’s bias against historical truths. As
noted previous, this chapter was not assigned to the students, however, key arguments presented
in this chapter were echoed in a radio program that students listened to on day three of the
curriculum intervention. The reasoning for inclusion of an analysis the chapter here is to provide
a full picture of narrative arc and thus the flow of positionings that the Danish history textbook
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offers. Historians Rostgaard and Schou write as the very final paragraph of the textbook’s
conclusion:

African-American descendants of the slaves, who today belong to the American middle
class and who can afford to travel, go to West Africa as tourists. E.g., the American talkshow queen Oprah Winfrey bought a vacation home on the Gold Coast. AfricanAmericans are looking for their roots in West Africa. They happily listen to stories about
the most gruesome aspects of the slave trade, and come according to the Ghanaian
historian Akosua Perbi not to hear that African middle-men participated actively in the
slave trade. They want to hear the Black-white version of history with whites as the bad
guys and Blacks as victims. Maybe, however, there are changes on the way.” (Rostgaard
& Schou, 2010, p.185, my translation)

So many interlocking distortions are going on in this final paragraph of the book. First, a point
that seems very dear to the authors about African participation in the slave trade in Africa is
repeated and emphasized as central. While no aspects of history should be left out, the repeated
emphasis on African middlemen as accomplices in “Cultural Encounters” comfortably takes the
focus away from Danish responsibility. Second, in the concluding remarks the reader is made to
understand that the main issue that persists to this day when it comes to the aftermath of the
Danish colonial and slave-trading past, according to Rostgaard and Schou, is not structural
racism or economic inequality along racial lines, but rather that Black people are biased when
they engage with the history of the transatlantic slave trade. This is not only patently untrue but
readily draws on the colonial logic of whites as objective and Blacks as biased.
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By drawing on Oprah Winfrey as an example of the Black American middle class in the
final paragraph, Rostgaard and Schou reveal their clear lack of class analysis in understanding
and explaining constructions of race and connections between past historical exploitation with
present day ones. Oprah Winfrey is commonly known as one of America’s richest women - not
middle class - and thus occupies a place at the very top of America’s huge wealth gap that is
otherwise heavily marked along racial lines. Why then would the authors of a history textbook
intended for use in Danish high schools decide to end a textbook on the Danish history of
colonialism by discussing somebody like Oprah? Perhaps because with Oprah as a token for
Black people the (Danish, white) reader of the book does not have to end up feeling so guilty or
bad about the Danish colonial and slave-trading past. If the Black middle class (albeit it’s not
true) can afford to buy a house on the African West Coast, then things aren’t that bad, it seems.
Moreover, by talking about the Black American middle class and not Virgin Islanders,
the authors distance the connection between Danish slavery and the U.S. Virgin Islanders today.
Rostgaard and Schou’s hopeful final sentence that “maybe changes are on the way” in reference
to what they see as Black people’s more nuanced engagement with the history slavery is beyond
cringeworthy. To argue that what we should hope and struggle for is not racial and economic
justice, reparations and healing of the trauma that the Danish colonial rule inflicted, but rather
Black objectivity is a distortion of proportions that leaves whiteness and Danish colonialism
intact and unchallenged. It also manages to portray this aspect of Danish history as a distant past
with no bearing on the present. It should be noted that this last paragraph was not assigned to the
students, however I included it in the analysis for the purpose of examining the positionality of
the history textbook authors. While the students were not assigned this particular paragraph, they
were introduced to the same arguments presented above in the radio program that they listened to

131

on the third day. In the following segment I provide an analysis of the perspectives and
positionings in the radio program, one of the other major secondary sources that the students
were exposed to.
The textbook “Cultural Encounters” written by Danish historians Rostgaard and Schou
(2010) as an example of an official, historical narrative of the Danish colonial and slave-trading
past is rife with distortions, both of more overt and covert nature. These types of distortions are
not uncommon in history textbooks in former colonial powers (Lowen, 2008; Araújo & Maeso,
2012; Weiner, 2014). The most prominent patterns in how the history is being told and what
kinds of positionings are being allowed, permitted and validated (and which ones by omission
are not) are 1) apologism and relativism, 2) white planter logic and empathy with the Danish
perspective, 3) Black suffering and an absence of Black struggle and resistance, 4) emphasis on
“equal” responsibility. It is sorely lacking in telling the history from the perspective of enslaved
Black people; historical figures such as General Buddhoe and Queen Mary are not even
mentioned. As such the textbook contributes to the whitewashing of Danish colonial history and
leaves out Black agency in shaping it.

TV program: Candy, coffee and colonial racist imagery. One of the central secondary
sources that students were exposed to during the curriculum implementation was the viewing of
a 27-minute long Danish produced debate program called Deadline that aired on Danish public
TV the week prior to the curriculum intervention. In the following section I provide an analysis
of the positionings that students were exposed to by being shown the TV program on the first
day of the curriculum intervention. In the days leading up to the curriculum intervention in
January 2015, a Danish scholar and cultural critic was interviewed for the Danish newspaper
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‘Information’ to discuss the racist and colonial imagery on Danish staple goods sold in almost
every supermarket. While the discussion of Danish colonialism has been more prevalent in the
latter part of 2016 and early part of 2017 (in the lead up to the 100 year day for the sale of the
former Danish West Indies to the United States in March, 1917), the debate about the Danish
consumption of colonial imagery at the time of the data collection process was a curious and an
unusual coincidence with the data collection process. In the article scholar Mathias Danbolt cited
as an example of the uncritical consumption in Denmark of racist and colonial imagery one of
the biggest Danish coffee producers, Cirkelkaffe, whose logo is a drawing of a Black woman in
profile (Scherrebeck, 2015). Another example that Danbolt cited as a case of the everyday
consumption of racist imagery invoking the colonial history uncritically was the Danish candy
“Skippermix” (”Seaman’s mix”) which is an assortment of licorice shaped like fish, gold coins
and cut of heads of Black people. As he argues,

If you think about it, the visual expression of the Skippermix represents a pretty perverse
colonial story: a white seaman on the front of the bag, which contains what he has caught
on his journey, among other things gold coins, weapons and heads of Black people. We
have in fact collected the Danish triangle trade with weapons, slaves and sugar in one
little bag, which is sold under the slogan ‘the happy world of Haribo’. (Danbolt as cited
in Scherrebeck, 2015)

Following the publication of the interview with Danbolt, the Danish publicly-funded TV
program ‘Deadline’, a program that is known for its critical journalistic edge, discussed the
arguments proposed by Danbolt about how the continued production and consumption of racist
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and colonial nostalgic imagery in Denmark is tied into our colonial past. The show aired on
January 4, 2015 at 10:30pm and the teacher decided to start the curriculum intervention by
showing the entire program to the students on the very first day of the curriculum intervention,
which was the following day In the following I describe the show and provide analysis on what
kinds of positionings for how to relate to Danish history from a contemporary perspective is
afforded viewers of the program.
The program Deadline starts out by the host, Danish journalist Jacob Rosenkrands,
introducing the three guests he has invited into the studio to discuss whether there is a problem in
Denmark of uncritical consumption of racist and colonial imagery. The guests are historian, Ulla
Tofte, journalist Soeren Willemoes and journalist David Trads. The program also plays an audio
clip from an interview with the spokesperson for the African Empowerment Center, a non-profit
organization located in Copenhagen that seeks to advocate for African diaspora people in
Denmark. The host starts out by introducing both the coffee brand with the African woman
depicted and the candy and then proceeds to engage the guests in whether this imagery is racist
and if it should be discontinued. The journalist, David Trads and the spokesperson for the
African Empowerment Center both advocate for the discontinuation of the consumption of the
colonial and racist imagery, while the journalist Soeren Willemoes and historian Ulla Tofte argue
that this amounts to an extreme version of what they term “political correctness”. Even in spite
of the arguments laid out by the spokesperson from the African Empowerment Center that the
colonial and racist imagery is part of a racist commonsense in Denmark today that maintains the
exoticization, among other things, of Black people in Denmark, the journalist Soeren Willemoes
argued against it. In the program he said,
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I don’t know who chose him as their spokesperson but I mean, he is free to have his
opinion, I just don’t agree with it. (Willemoes, DR2, Deadline, January 4, 2015, my
translation)

Half way through the program, the journalist and host Jacob Rosenkrands of the show introduced
the question about whether the use of the Danish n-word is okay or not. The debate around this
word was introduced by the host of the show by showing a book that was published in 2014 in
which the foreword, written by a Danish literature historian uncritically uses the n-word. While
all the three guests of the TV show did agree that the word is problematic, both the journalist
Soeren Willemoes as well as the historian Ulla Tofte - similar to their argument against the
phasing out of the colonial and racist imagery on staple goods - argued that a censoring of the
use of the word would amount to some type of totalitarian regime control. Furthermore, they
both excused that an older generation of Danes use the word because they do not know that it has
negative connotations, and suggested that the use of the word will slowly go away on its own.
Danish, white sarcasm and racist ‘humor’. Throughout the entire program both the host,
the journalist Soeren Willemoes, and Ulla Tofte used jokes and sarcasm exemplifying a kind
emotionally distanced positioning from the kind of meaning both historical and present day
practices might have. In discussing the candy issue, Willemoes and the host Rosenkrands for
example had the following exchange about the licorice shaped as racialized/racist African heads,

Willemoes: “they are [just] masks, but even if they were chopped-off African heads, no I
really can’t see the issue.. but if somebody really is bothered by it.. by those liquorices,
then I think they should buy some other ones (…)
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Rosenkrands: “yes, well feel free to have a taste” (he points to the candy bag on the table
in the studio and both men laugh) (DR2, Deadline, January 4, 2015, 00:15:20)

The Danish, white laughter and sarcasm was an ongoing pattern in how the students related to
both the topic as well as how they engaged with each other in the classroom. I will return to this
topic in the findings of how the students positioned themselves, but for now just note how
sarcasm and white, Danish laughter was modeled in the TV program, which they saw on the first
day. The show ended with the host thanking the guests for their contributions and then
announcing that he would atypically end the program by playing a lullaby for the viewer. The
song that he played was a racist children’s song called “In the n-word-land the banana is
growing”. The song was published in a Danish children’s songbook called “De Smaa Synger”
(”The Little Ones Are Singing”) in 1967. The journalist’s introduction of the song was the
following, which he did with a big smile on his face):

Rosenkrands: “And then we’ll end a little bit atypically with a lullaby that has quite a bit
to do with what we have been talking about tonight. I went through my old stuff and
found my very first songbook, which is “The Little Ones Are Singing” from 1967. I have
to say that it was a different time back then and this might be an explanation for why we
can find this song in that book, “In N-word land the banana is growing”. And without
saying anything clever about it or judge the song I can just say that it is about those
countries from which the bananas come and all of it explained to Danish kids” (TV
program aired on Danish Public TV channel, January 4, 2015, emphasis added)
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Niels had uploaded the lyrics to the online folder for the students’ readings and thereby the song
became part of the curriculum. Much like the journalist, the teacher did not engage the students
in critically reflecting on the meaning of this song and how it still might be hurtful to people in
Denmark today. Rather, the teacher on the first day of classes posed the question to the students
about whether it is okay or not to use the n-word as if this is a necessary question to keep asking.
I will return to a discussion of this in my presentation of the students’ positionings.
While this particular secondary source was the only one during the first two weeks of the
curriculum implementation that exposed students to a contemporary Black, Danish perspective
on the meaning of the Danish history of colonialism and slavery vis-à-vis the representative from
the African Empowerment Center in Denmark interviewed for the clip, the 27-minute long TV
program was dominated by the white Danish historian Ulla Tofte and the white journalist,
Soeren Willemoes’ insistence that Danes in general should not reflect on or take seriously any
criticism of present day issues of racism in the context of the colonial aftermath. The rejection by
the journalist Willemoes of the criticism by the spokesperson for the African Empowerment
Center in his argument that Black people in Denmark find the colonial imagery offensive and
stereotyping, modeled for the students that it is okay for white people to question Black people
on their own experiences in Denmark as well as to deny issues of racism. Furthermore, the show
also by way of both the journalist Willemoes as well as the host, Rosenkrands engagement with
the topic, modeled that it is acceptable to engage with the history of Danish colonialism and
present days issues of racism with ironic distance and sarcasm.

Radio program as a source: Equal responsibility and colonial “objectivity”. On the
third day of the curriculum intervention and as a central piece of the students secondary sources,
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they were played a show from the recurring Danish radio program called ‘Alletiders Historie’
(which loosely translates to ‘Great History’) and is aired on the state-funded Danish radio station
“P1”. The general scope of the radio program is that host, a Danish historian and journalist
Dorthe Chakravarty focuses on a particular historical topic in one or two episodes that each lasts
around 45 minutes. The particular program that the students were played was first aired on
Danish public radio in 2006 and the focus for the particular program was the visit by the Danish
host, Dorthe Chakravarty to Ghana to cover the opening of a new plantation museum to recall
the Danish colonial and slave trading past in the country. During the journalist’s visit to Ghana
she interviews two Danish historians, one Danish anthropologist (all the Danish scholars are
visiting due to the opening of this historical site), one Ghanaian historian, one Ghanaian
archaeologist, two local Ghanaian women and one Ghanaian tourist guide.
Throughout the entire program the sound of waves, a song sung by the Ghanaian tour
guide celebrating a local hero as well as the song of a Danish electro-folk band (who draw on
Nordic mythology in their lyrics) are used as sound snippets to transition between interviews. In
addition, the program twice has an unidentified female voice that introduces the program as well
as an unidentified male voice that read letters written by a Danish governor who lived in Ghana
during the Danish occupation. The letters that are read out loud include a description of how
enslaved Africans were examined during slave auctions. Students were given a handout with
time brackets assigned for the different people who are introduced in the radio program and
Niels instructed them to take notes as they listened to the program. In the following I present a
critical discourse analysis of the radio program by examining what kinds of positionings the
students were exposed to in the radio program.
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Objectivity, emotions and controversial angles. The main narrative arc in the 46-minute
radio show is that the journalist first gets some introduction of Ghana and its role in the Danish
TST by talking with a Ghanaian historian. After talking to a Danish historian as well, the host
visits one of the former Danish forts, fort Prinzenstein, which is located in Keta, Ghana. Rather
than being shown around by a local historian, she tours the fort with a local tour guide, who tells
her in great detail about how the fort was used as a place to hold enslaved Africans before they
were shipped across the Atlantic Ocean. The local Ghanaian tourist guide is given as much
talking time as the first two historians each and describes in great detail how enslaved Africans
were treated in the fort. However, in a conversation afterward with another Danish historian as
well as two Ghanaian academics it is revealed that the tourist guide was inaccurate in his
description of the fort. While other former Danish buildings were indeed used for the purposes
that the guide describes, Prinzenstein in particular was not used to house enslaved Africans. This
“catching” of the tour guide in being inaccurate becomes the center piece for the entire program.
The narrative arc of the program thus becomes for the journalist to “reveal” what she purports to
be a lack of African objectivity in engaging with the colonial and slave trading past. This is the
students’ first introduction to the very problematic reproduction of the colonial logic of white
objectivity vs. Black bias. The debunking of the Ghanaian tour guide in the program happens by
way of an interview with a Danish historian, JK Nielsen:

Dorthe Chakravarty (host of the radio program): “While you told the Danish cultural
minister about the history of the fort and made a tour of the fort for those Danes who are
here with you today, I got a different tour, I got a tour by a Ghanaian. And what he told
me is that this fort is a Danish slave fort and he showed me some of these, um, I was
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about to say cellars, but some of those really crummy places where there have been
slaves, he told me where the female slaves were, where the male slaves [were], he told
me about the kitchen and he showed me the scale where they used to weigh the slaves
(pause).. What kind of a story is it that he has told me?”
JK Nielsen (Danish historian, interviewed for the program): “Well, it’s a really good
story but unfortunately it also just a story because he has actually been showing you
around in the old English prison, and that.. those crummy places he showed you around,
which are undeniably crummy and full of insects and other crawly things, but it is
actually the place where there have been both prisoners in the time of the British, but also
prisoners after Ghana became independent.” (Chakravarty, 2006)

In the following snippet, the radio host of the program furthermore invokes the notion that the
Danish history of TST is difficult for Ghanaians to engage with, but unproblematic for Danes:

Dorthe Chakravarty: “The question about how the history of slavery should be told is a
controversial topic in Ghana. This is what Danish historians experience when they work
in Ghana, and this is also what Ghanaian researchers experience when they work on their
own country’s past. Because there are many emotional concerns to take when the history
of slavery is to be told. Not the least for African American tourists who increasingly are
traveling to Ghana to hear about how the white men brutally sold and treated Black men
and women” (Chakravarty, 2006).
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She argues that it is easy for Danes to confront the truth, and as such further implies and cements
her point that it is not for Ghanaians:

Dorthe Chakravarty: “It is easy for well-to-do and privileged Danes to demand that the
truth needs to be told no matter what the cost. But there are topics that are tough to
discuss. There are historical events, that are hurtful to work with. And not least, there are
stories that it takes a long time to tell.” (Chakravarty, 2006)

Cementing a point that appears very central for the historian and host of the radio program to
make, Chakravarty dedicates the remaining 20 minutes of the program to discuss the historical
inaccuracies of the tour guide with another Danish historian, and two Ghanaian researchers (a
historian and an archaeologist):

Dorthe Chakravarty: “The guide in Prinzensten told a story that to a certain extent is true.
But it just doesn’t fit with the place. And exactly the question about how the history of
slavery should be told, what is right and what is wrong, what is true and what is false, are
topics that are becoming more and more evident in Ghanaian, Danish and basically global
research.” (Chakravarty, 2006)

The general narrative arc constructed by historian Chakravarty in the radio program of trying to
argue that white, Danish people are more objective in their engagement with the slave trading
history than are Ghanaians today is emblematic of the ready reproduction of (neo)colonial logic
with which Chakravarty operates. The utter irony of the claims of white objectivity and claims of
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Danes as superior epistemologically when engaging with the slave trading past, is part of the
violent, willful ignorance that seems to characterize much Danish engagement with its slave
trading past.
In addition to avid the focus on the notion of historical objectivity, the radio program also
is dominated by being told from a planter perspective from interviewed Danish scholars, echoing
a pattern already identified in the Danish history textbook. In the following snippet, Chakravarty
interviews a Danish scholar who is also visiting in Ghana at the time that Chakravarty is:

Dorthe Chakravarty: “and what about people on board who for example did not make it
across the Atlantic, who either became sickly or straight up died, were they just thrown
overboard?”
Briget [Danish anthropologist]: “Yes, they were.. But um, they were and to great
disappointment for the Europeans, those Europeans who had bought them..”
(Chakravarty, 2006, emphasis added)

Furthermore, the host engages the listener in developing empathy for the Danes in Ghana.

Dorthe Chakravarty: “In the almost 200 years where there were Danes on the Gold Coast
there were rarely more than sixty at a time. Often there were far fewer. The dispatched
Danes were a rare mix of men with more or less obvious qualifications to take care of a
job several thousand kilometers from Denmark. Many were fleeing the home country and
ended up in a country with humid heat, Malaria mosquitos and untreatable tropical
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diseases. The Danish life along the coast was not a colonial life of shaded verandas as in
the West Indian Islands.” (Chakravarty, 2006, emphasis added)

Providing students historical background on the conditions of the Danish colonizers in Ghana is
not unimportant, however in the context of the heavy focus on primarily how it was experienced
for the Danes and then in an empathetic way (“to great disappointment”, “the Danish life along
the coast was not a colonial life of shaded verandas”) combined with an absence of
understanding and empathizing with the enslaved Africans is distorting. It skews focus away
from the truth about suffering and struggle in the transatlantic slave trade as not being that of the
colonizers, but that of the colonized. It trivializes the real truth about suffering and hardship that
was part of the slave trade.
The radio program that the students were played on the third day of the curriculum
intervention similarly to the textbook introduced the troubling argument that “Africans sold their
own” immediately in the show by starting off with the following snippet read out loud by an
unidentified female voice to introduce the program:

Unidentified voice introducing the radio program: “For nearly two hundred years there
were Danes living on the Gold Coast, the area of Africa that today is called Ghana. The
Danes lived well, especially in the 1700s from the slave trade, just as all other Europeans
in the area. But aside from the Europeans there were also Africans who sold their own
fellow citizens to a trip across the Atlantic. Dorthe Chakravarty and ‘[Our]Great History’
have been to Ghana and talked to both Danish and Ghanaian researchers who work with
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new and controversial angles on the history of the slaves.” (Chakravarty, 2006, emphasis
added)

Not only does the phrase “as all other Europeans” work to excuse and normalize the Danish
slave trading past, much like the textbook did, but the emphasis on the self-announced
controversial angle of focusing on Africans who participated in the trade is introduced. This
point is later emphasized by drawing on Ghanaian historian, Akosua Perbi. The way Ghanaian
historian, Akosua Perbi is presented in the radio program is by first playing snippets of the
English interview with Perbi that then fade and are taken over by Chakravarty’s Danish
translation of Perbi’s words. The translation is not direct, so the Danish historian is providing her
synthesis and analysis of Perbi’s words. What the listener can hear is that Perbi starts out by
arguing that slavery has always existed, in Greece, in Italy, everywhere, but that slavery as part
of the transatlantic slave trade is particularly different and more gruesome than anywhere else.
Later in the program, the Danish historian and host, Dorthe Chakravarty returns to
Akosua Perbi to hear why Perbi thinks the Ghanaian tourist guide was historically inaccurate.
Here Perbi herself introduces the term “the blame game” and argues that she is not interested in
assigning responsibility, because as she argues, everyone took part in the trade. The Danish
journalist and historian picks up on this point and reiterates it multiple times:

Dorthe Chakravarty: “So Perbi wants to maintain that everyone was a part of the trade -Africans, Europeans, Americans, everyone who took part in it, the chiefs, the elders in
the tribes and all the ethnic groups who were part of it — everyone played a role.”
(Chakravarty, 2006)
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With this insistent emphasis on “everyone played a role” and the purported “African
responsibility”, it is neither surprising or coincidental that, as further analysis will indicate, this
perspective ended up being a central theme in how students positioned themselves towards the
history of the Danish slave trading past. I will return in chapter five to a further analysis of the
meaning and a discussion of this and for now just note that this deeply troubling emphasis on
“African responsibility” undoubtedly worked – as I previously argued in my analysis of the
Danish history textbook – as a way to remove and relativize the responsibility of Danes in the
transatlantic slave trade.

Race and racism connected to today. In drawing on Perbi, Dorthe Chakravarty
acknowledges Perbi’s point that the construction of race and the issues of racism and racial
hierarchies are a direct result of the colonial and slave trading times. This was the first secondary
source that introduced students to this notion:

Dorthe Chakravarty (recounting Akosua Perbi’s words): “It is also important to Perbi to
acknowledge that there have always been slaves and different kinds of slaves. But she
points out that the transatlantic slave trade was the worst. “It was torture” (Perbi’s voice
in English). Dorthe (narrates over Perbi’s voice in Danish): And slaves were treated like
animals. In America slave status was inherited. If your mother was a slave, you would
become one. And it is from this that we have racism, she says. It was during the
Enlightenment in the 1700s that we started talking about the white, the yellow and the
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Black race. And it was during this time that Black became associated with the word
‘slave’.” (Chakravarty, 2006)

This notion that race as a construct and racism thus are remnants of the past was one of the few
sources that students were exposed to that argued this point. During the third week of the Danish
curriculum intervention, this argument became a salient one for students in reasoning about the
importance of learning about the slave trading past. I will return to a further discussion of that in
chapter five.
The irony of the heavy emphasis on the supposed superior Danish objectivity when
engaging the slave trading past is an example of the ready reproduction of a colonial logic in the
program. The radio program that students were exposed to thus offered them a way of relating to
the Danish slave trading past marked by white willful and violent production of ignorance. The
fact that the radio program also almost exclusively told the history from the planter perspective
as well as emphasized the “equal responsibility” echoed the similar troubling patterns identified
in the analysis of the textbook. It is perhaps not surprising that these themes became salient in
how students positioned themselves during the curriculum intervention, as I will return to in the
following chapter.
Below is a table with an overview of the key patterns in positionings that the students
were offered across the three key secondary sources in the Danish curriculum intervention.
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Table 5.
Overview of Major Positionings Across the Three Key Secondary Sources (Predominant,
Somewhat Present or Absent)
Positioning

The Textbook

The TV Program

The Radio Program

Important to understand Danish
mindset and thinking of the time

Predominant

Absent

Predominant

Engaging Danish history with
emphasis on perspective from
planter and colonial logic

Predominant

Absent

Predominant

Danes can be more objective
in their engagement with the
slave trading past (in comparison
with Ghanaians and
USVIslanders)

Predominant

Some

Predominant

It is important to emphasize
the “equal responsibility”
argument

Predominant

Absent

Predominant

Understand race and racism as
present day consequences of the
slave trading past, including the
candy/coffee issue

Some

Predominant

Predominant

Based on the analysis of the secondary sources, it appears that the Danish high school students at
Little Creek High School were largely afforded a curriculum that offered them a neocolonial,
white perspective on the history rife with historical distortions, including relativizing strategies
(e.g. the use the discourse ‘cultural encounter’) that protected white fragility and furthered white
ignorance. In the following I provide a brief overview and analysis of the remaining secondary
sources that the students were engaged with.
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Perspectivizing on the Past

As previously mentioned, the last three sessions during the curriculum intervention, the
students were engaged in what in Danish is called “perspektivering” or perspectivizing: taking in
contemporary perspectives on the history and making connections between the past and present.
During conversations leading up to the curriculum intervention and based off of conversations
between the teacher and I, the teacher decided to focus on race and racism in contemporary
Denmark as a focus for the perspectives as well as a focus on the question about the politics of
apology and reparations between the U.S. Virgin Islands and Denmark. The curriculum during
the last sessions of the curriculum intervention that were dedicated to perspectivizing, consisted
of the following texts: one academic article, a copy of a section of the U.S.V.I national history
textbook, and four newspaper articles from Danish publications. During these sessions the
students were mostly engaged in reflecting on their own opinions about the two topics. During
one curricular activity that the teacher and I had co-developed to engage the students in
reflecting more critically about the Danish textbook, the students were engaged in comparing
how the Danish and the U.S.V.I textbook differently discussed the topic of racism. All of these
sources were of a shorter length than the primary sources that I provided an analysis above.
Based on a critical discourse analysis of the readings, the main values and positionings in the
secondary sources were identified. Below is an overview of the main points of the sources
introduced to students in the last segment of the curriculum intervention called “perspectiving”.
One of the key differences between the secondary sources that the students engaged with during
the first eight history modules and the secondary sources that students were introduced to during
the three ‘perspectivizing’ history modules, was that they got introduced to arguments about the
connections between the Danish slave trading past and the country’s continued problems with
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racism (text 1 in the below table). They were also provided with a first-hand account of the
experience of being Black in Denmark today, specifically on the experience of racism (text 2 in
the below table) as well as an article that argued that Denmark needs to take claims about issues
of racism seriously and that these need to be addressed (text 3). Together with the critical reading
activity of comparing a short excerpt from the USVI history textbook on racism in the slave
trading past (text 4) with how the Danish textbook engaged the topic of racism, the secondary
sources provided students with more critical perspectives on the contemporary meaning of the
slave trading past, in contrast to the perspectives that they had been provided in the previous
modules. Simultaneously, Niels had also decided to assign one article (text 5), which echoed
more of the previous perspectives that the students had been exposed to of questioning claims
about issues of racism as invalid and to engage these topics with a sarcastic distance. The final
reading that the students were assigned (text 6) presented arguments that Denmark cannot
publicly apologize to the USVI by drawing largely on technical arguments about the fact that the
USVI today is part of the US, which according to the author of the article means that the Danish
state is unable to offer a public apology.

Table 6.
Positionings Afforded in the Perspectivizing Segment of the Curriculum
Secondary source
Academic article by Kim
Su Rasmussen,
(Text 1)

Description
Academic text by Danish
academic on connections
between present day issues of
racism as connected to the
country’s slave trading past.
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Key Points and Positioning(s)
 Connections between
Danish colonial and
slave trading past and
the country’s racist
present needs to be
made.

The article is a personal account
of the author’s own experience
as a Black woman and
immigrant in Denmark. She
chronicles her experiences of
racism, for example constantly
being questioned on her
nationality, complimented on
her Danish as well as being
questioned on her
accomplishments.



Newspaper Article by
journalist Eskild Eggert
Scherrebeck
Title: Have you also
forgotten why it’s called
colonial goods? (2015)
(Text 3)

The article explores the topic of
how Danish consumers still
consume goods that are adorned
with racist/racialized imagery.
The article interviews Ph.D.
Mathias Danbolt who has
written critically about the lack
of engagement with and
understanding of the slave
trading past and its connection
with the present.



Segment from the USVI
history textbook, “The
Umbilical Cord” (1995),
Willocks, H. pp.104-106
(Text 4)

Segment of the USVI textbook
describing the contribution of
scientific racism to justify white
supremacy



Racism was invented to
uphold hierarchies and
still is used to uphold
hierarchies.

Opinion piece by artist
Steen Krarup Jensen
Title: Good luck with the
struggle, to everyone
who knows what the real
problem is (2015)
(Text 5)

This source was a one-page
article written entirely as a
sarcastic opinion piece in
response to the public debate
about racist imagery. The author
argues that Denmark has
become too politically correct if
the racialized/racist imagery
present on common goods in
Danish supermarkets are
changed.



It is important to
question claims of
racism
Engages conversations
about racism with
sarcastic distance
Questioning racist
language and imagery
amounts to censorship
and a threat to freedom
of speech

Article from the Danish
popular science online
publication

The article summarizes different
positions on the question about
reparations and apology,
including the opinion of a



Opinion piece by Mary
Consolata Namagambe
Title: The quiet racism in
Denmark (2013)
(Text 2)
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Freedom of speech
includes being able to
speak back to hate
speech
Freedom of speech
should not permit racist
language such as white
Danes’ use of the nword
white Danes need to
stop being racist
Takes seriously claims
about issues of racism in
Denmark today
It is important to begin
to have a dialogue about
Danish slave trading
past as it connects to
present day issues of
racism in Denmark

An apology to the USVI
is not feasible

www.videnskab.dk by
Maj Bach Madsen
Title: Denmark cannot
apologize for the slave
trade (2012)
(Text 6)

Danish politician who thinks it
does not make sense as well as a
reference to the Caribbean
grassroots movement ACCRA
who is demanding an apology.

Chapter Summary and Discussion
Based on the critical discourse analysis with the aim of identifying the values the students
were exposed to in the secondary sources as well vis-a-vis the teacher’s own positioning on the
Danish slave trading past, in summary, the history curriculum by and large was Eurocentric,
Dane-centric and was taught from a white, planter perspective, offering the students a figured
world of relating to the history from the perspective of a type of neocolonial logic. While
students were exposed to some voices that advocated anti-racism, the curriculum was sorely
lacking in Black/African perspectives on the history, not only in the secondary sources where the
number of the white sources outnumbered by far the Black sources (more than 4/5 of the
secondary sources were written by white people) but also entirely in the primary sources that
only counted perspectives written and narrated from a white, planter perspective. As such, the
students were exposed to a curriculum that barely engaged with Africans and their descendants
as contributing as historical agents. Wilkinson argues that ontologically, a curriculum always
includes both presence and absence (2014) in which absence should be considered not as “real
determinate absence” that effects no change (Norrie, 2010, as quoted in Wilkinson, 2014, p.
422), but rather as something that can contribute to producing certain outcomes (p. 423). As I
have shown in the above analysis, issues of absences in the curriculum on the Danish slave
trading and colonial past spans from the national curriculum level (where the teaching of the
topic as obligatory is missing), what Brown would call the null curriculum (2009), to the case of
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the actually designed and implemented curriculum by Niels as one gapingly absent in the kind of
multi-perspectivity that otherwise was institutionally expected and which the teacher himself
contradictorily sang his praises to, what Wilkinson calls the unenacted curriculum. This absence
echoes the findings from other analyses of history textbooks on particular the slave trading and
colonial past as uncritically repeating triumphant discourses of the west (Parkes, 2007) and often
written from a Eurocentric perspective rendering race and racism invisible (Lowen, 2008; Araújo
& Maeso, 2012; Weiner, 2014).
The notable and perhaps not so surprising finding in the above analysis was the uncritical
ways in which both the textbook, the history teacher and other secondary sources readily invoked
and drew on colonialist and racist logics and discourses. As Spivak has argued, "the declared
rupture of 'decolonization' " has not resulted in the freedom one may have expected, the
historical discourse often "boringly repeats the rhythms of colonization with the consolidation of
recognizable styles" (1997, p. 202 as cited in Parkes, 2007, p. 392). Furthermore, the presence of
the pattern of the insistence of importance of emphasizing the purported “African responsibility”
across two separate secondary sources (the textbook and the radio show) as well as the
arguments by the teacher of the importance on this emphasis is troubling. Particularly in the
context of the absence of addressing African and Black historical agency, the insisted emphasis
on seeing Africans as “accomplices” (Rostgaard & Schou, 2010) is insidious and was deployed
as one of many discursive strategies in several of the secondary sources and particularly in the
history textbook, in a seeming attempt to remove or downplay the undeniable Danish, white
responsibility for the Danish slave trade.
The introduction of both outright neocolonial claims of supposedly Danes as more
objective when engaging with the Danish colonial and slave trading history as is done by Danish
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historian Dorthe Chakravarty, again is another rampant example of the kind of neocolonial logic
that characterized key parts of the curriculum. This kind of discourse embodied by the teacher
and several of the secondary sources stands in stark contradiction to the official multiculturalist
discourses of the global citizen as somebody who is learning about the colonial and slave trading
past in order to become more socially and culturally knowledgeable and sensitive citizenlearners.
Overall, the curriculum, aside from a few sources in the perspectivizing of the history,
afforded students problematic positionings with regards to the Danish, slave trading past. In
terms of engaging students with history as something to which they are ‘answerable’, the
curricular artefacts in the Danish site seemed to afford students a positioning of being cynically
distanced from the Danish colonial and slave trading past. This was afforded to the students in
being offered curricular artefacts (cultural tools) that predominantly modeled engaging with the
Danish slave trading past from the perspective of the Danish planter and colonizer as well as
afforded them various discursive strategies that allowed them to emotionally disconnect and
trivialize the meaning of the history (e.g. through the use of sarcasm as modeled in the TV
program) and by modeling various ways of relativizing any meaningful engagement with
questions about responsibility and connections between the past and the present (e.g. by
introduction of the term “the blame game”). In the following chapter I explore how students
engaged with and positioned themselves in the history classroom as they engaged with the
curricular artefacts and discussions and curricular activities with the teacher.
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Chapter 4: Students’ Positioning in the Figured World of the History Classroom

In the previous chapter I provided an analysis of the kinds of values that the students
were afforded in the curriculum. I also provided an analysis of the values in both the history
promulgation on a national level for the high school history classroom as well as the UNESCO
network’s stated goals and values to explore how these have played a role for the kind of
curriculum that the students were afforded in the teaching of the history of the Danish
transatlantic slavery. In the following chapter I present the results of my positioning analysis of
how students in the figured world of the history classroom at Little Creek High School
reproduced, contested and otherwise engaged with the material and the values and positionings
that they were afforded in the history classroom vis-à-vis the teacher and the curricular artefacts,
as well as the research intervention (figure 1).
The patterns of positionings as well as marginal positionings that I present below are the
result of the iterative analytical process (as described in the methodology chapter) of coding the
various sources of data that I generated (fieldnotes, group interviews and individual student
writings) in order to assess how students positioned themselves. I present both patterns (see
methodology chapter for a definition of pattern) as well as what I call marginal positionings.
Before providing a more in-depth presentation of the various patterns of positioning, I first
provide a table with an overview of the patterns, number of coded segments and number of
students associated with a given pattern as well as marginal positionings associated with a
particular pattern. These are the patterns that were developed in response to the research
questions. However, the coding process of the entire data set for the Danish curriculum in
MAXQDA generated approximately 2600 coded segments.
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Students arguing that this
history is not ‘their history’

Students arguing that this
history does not have
personal relevance for them
Students arguing that this
history does have personal
relevance for them

Students sharing that they
did not know about the
Danish slave trade prior to
the curriculum intervention
Students suggesting that it is
important to learn about the
Danish slave trade

Definition

Different Perspectives
Planter/Danish/European/white Students engaging or
perspective
embodying the white,
planter perspective
African/Black perspective
When students reflect on the
African/Black perspective
and experience in the TST.

Not our history

It is personally relevant

Not personally relevant

It is important to know this
history

Knowing this history
Not knowing this history

Codes and sub-codes

the Danish Site.

20

30

155

14

6

11

10

20

15

# of
students

37

7

12

11

32

21

# of
coded
segments

“the conditions under which they lived and the terrible way
you could say that the whites after all treated them.. that I
think was.. of course you had heard about it, but it was good

“Jan then asks Niels if it would be possible to calculate what
a slave would have cost today.” (fieldnotes, Jan. 14, 2015)

“Yes, I think it has given me some things to consider more
in my everyday life such as [what kinds of signals one
sends], if one comes off as racist and attitudes towards skin
color, ethnicity, culture and so on.” (Bodil, week 3, writing)
“but as a Dane it is easy to find out what your history it,
whether your forefather was a butcher or a farmer, we can’t
put ourselves in their shoes” (Jan, Jan. 7, 2015, fieldnotes)

“Yes, it is important. We need to know our past to
understand cultural differences in the world. We also need to
study the past to analyze present day patterns and avoid the
same mistakes that we made once.” (Christopher, week 1)
“I don’t think it has relevance for my life, since it doesn’t
affect me and my choices.” (Roald)

“I didn’t know a thing about [this history]” (Andreas, focus
group)

Examples

Overview of Codes, Numbers of Coded Segments and Number of Corresponding Students Who Expressed a Particular Positioning in

Table 7.
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Denmark and Danishness
“Denmark played such a big
role”

“Moving on”

Time Reflections
“So long ago”

“Equal responsibility”
argument

Responsibility is possible

Responsibility
Responsibility is not possible

Students expressing surprise
in learning about Denmark’s

Students arguing that it is
important to move on from
the past.

Students arguing that
Denmark does not have a
responsibility for this
history today because it
happened ‘a long time ago’.

When students argue that it
is important that Danes take
responsibility for the past,
e.g. through the Danish state
offering an apology or
reparations.
When students argue that
Africans are equally
responsible for the slave
trade and its aftermath

When students argue that it
is impossible or irrelevant to
discuss responsibility,
apologies or reparations for
the Danish slave trade

Students here primarily
engaged with Black
suffering, often trivializing.

156

26

8

19

29

20

34

19

6

13

17

8

16

“It surprises me how big of an influence the Danes [..] had,
if you for example look at countries like France, Germany

“.. instead of pointing fingers and just making one party
responsible, it is important just to try and understand what
happened, so it doesn’t happen again, and then move on.”
(Georg, week 2, emphasis added)

“so I also don’t think it is fair that we as the people who live
in Denmark today now have to take the blame and possibly
pay back for something that happened so long ago.” (Laura,
focus group, emphasis added)

“The most surprising thing [to learn] is to find out that the
europeans and africans were equally responsible.” (Malene,
week 2)

“It is no longer important to have the debate [about
responsibility]. It happened many years ago and it is
important to know our history, but I don’t think we need to
keep debating, because then when will it ever be enough? I
also don’t think there will ever be agreement about who is
responsible for what and I don’t see any reason for throwing
with mud.” (Laura, writing, last day)
“I don’t think there is any reason for not apologizing if there
are people who would be happy about it. When that is said
and done though, it is important to remember that it was a
different time back then.” (Jens, week 3)

to get a bit of a deeper description of it all.” (Oswald, focus
group)
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Students engaging racist
discourse, including the use
of the n-word
Students making racist jokes
or trivializing racism and
racist violence through the
use of humor.

Racist ‘humor’

Students arguing that
learning about this history
makes them understand
connections between the
past and present day issues
of inequality and racism

Students describing
Denmark and Danishness as
positive, e.g. by
emphasizing access to the
welfare state, being “free
thinking”, freedom of
speech.

Racial dynamics in the
classroom

Race and Racism
Using this history to
understand issues of inequality
and racism

Danishness as something
positive

big role in the transatlantic
slave trade

157

9

10

40

42

7

7

21

13

“It’s good that we learn this so we know what not to do, that
we shouldn’t go and buy some slaves and that sort of thing.”
(Ingrid, focus group)

“I was also surprised at how many people today find it
offensive for example with the use of n-word women on
coffee. I thought this was a done chapter in history.”
(Christina, week 3)
“I’m not racist, I’ve got lots of [derogatory term for people
of Arabic decent] friends”, says Oswald. The other boys
laugh.” (Focus group)

“… it’s also important to know the conditions that exist in
the world and that have existed um, exactly because of this
thing with the question about race and if you for example
don’t know that there is a sensitive topic in the history of
colonialism, and exactly all these questions that are hanging
in the air, that nobody considers if you aren’t aware that it
could be a problem that you refer to something that will
touch, touch something in somebody, then you can’t really
make it in a society that has this history (...) and then at the
same time it is also a big part of avoiding that this happens
again that you understand why it happened. (Bodil, focus
group).

“… and being Danish that at least for me has a lot to do with
being able to say what I want and do what I want to do”
(Jens, focus group)

and Spain of course they had greater influence than the
Danes, but in spite of their size they didn’t seem to have had
an enormous influence compared to the Danes.” (Oswald,
week 2)
“Danes also sort of have this reputation that we have a pretty
high educational level” (Tristan, focus group)
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Claiming “white innocence”
through claims of ignorance
Students arguing that they
lack knowledge about what
is racist and students
arguing that something is
not racist because it is not
intended to be racist

158

37

16

“if I say the n-word then I don’t at all think about oppression
or something but that it also because of (…) the history that
I have been raised with where I don’t have any relationship
with racism” (Christina, focus group)

To reiterate from previous sections, the following analysis is based on the aim of conducting a
critical analysis of the figured world of the history curriculum intervention at Little Creek High
School and how students positioned themselves within it. As previously described, the
curriculum included students being assigned certain readings and engaging with a multitude of
secondary and primary sources, including listening to a radio program and watching a TV
program as part of the curricular activities. The students were also asked to work with questions
for the various material. The presentation of the patterns identified in how students positioned
themselves as they engaged with the Danish history of slavery do not reflect an understanding of
these patterns as static and fixed in any sort of way (e.g. as a reflection of students’ learning per
se). Rather, in drawing on the theoretical insights of cultural-historical perspectives and social
practice theory, these patterns reflect the ways in which the students positioned themselves in the
particular figured world of the history classroom where they were afforded particular cultural
tools, including the readings, questions asked by the teacher as well as questions asked by me
(particularly during the focus group interviews and the weekly questions that students would
answer).
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Ignorance in the realm of science is typically depicted as a gap in knowledge: something
that we do not (yet) know. But the condition of not knowing is not (always) that simple.
Just as any adequate account of knowledge must include far more than the truth of that
piece of knowledge—including, for instance, an analysis of why those who are in a
position of authority (which itself requires a genealogical analysis) have come to accept
that belief as true—so too ignorance in the fields of knowledge production is far more
complex an issue than something we simply do not yet know. (Tuana, 2006, p.3)

Knowing This History

A central part of the motivation to develop this research project was to conduct an
interrogation of what Danish students know about the Danish history of slavery and colonialism
and furthermore how they engage with this particular history when they finally are taught it. In
the following I present both how students shared their initial lack of knowledge with this
particular aspect of Danish history as well as their reflections on the importance of learning
about it. As discussed in the methodology chapter, I will be presenting the patterns of positioning
that I generated as a result of the analysis. I will illustrate the patterns by presenting longer or
shorter excerpts of utterances (from the focus group interviews and the student writings) as well
as by introducing excerpts of the fieldnotes to illustrate the various positionings that students
embodied.
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“I didn’t know a thing about it”: The production of ignorance. The first central
pattern in the data was the students’ general lack of knowledge about Denmark’s slave trading
past. The survey data presented here was collected on the first day of the curriculum
intervention. More than a third of the students reported knowing nothing about the Danish slave
trade and slavery and forty-five percent of the class rseported knowing very little. The students
were all 17-18-year-olds and had attended schools in Denmark for more than ten years with
history being a core topic for a minimum of seven years. Below is an overview of students’
responses about prior knowledge (collected on the first day of class).

Table 8.
Students’ Prior Knowledge About the Danish Slave Trade.

No prior knowledge
or very little knowledge

Percentage of the
students in the class
82%

Examples
”I don’t have any [knowledge]”
”That Denmark’s participation in the transatlantic
Slave trade wasn’t so consumed with the idea about
invading other continents compared to other
countries with lots of power. So minimal”

Some knowledge

18 %

“In 10th grade I wrote a capstone history project
about the Danish triangle trade, which was the
biggest part of the Danish participation in the
transatlantic slave trade. This was a trade between
Denmark (Europe) - the African gold coast (Africa) –
the west indian islands (america).”

It should be noted that this number most likely would have been higher had it not been for the
research intervention. In preparation for my visit to the classroom, the teacher most likely
informed the students briefly about the curricular intervention and thus students became familiar
with the topic. As such the number of students who articulated having no to minimal prior
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knowledge about the Danish TST is even more astounding. This lack of knowledge is an
outcome of the fact that neither at the primary educational level nor at the high school level is the
topic obligatory. How it is possible that the topic of the Danish history of slave trade and slavery
is not an obligatory topic is emblematic of the production of white ignorance in the educational
system in Denmark. During the second day of the class, the students were asked if they knew
where the former Danish West Indies were located.

After [the students] have been writing on the board for a few minutes, Niels asks them
where we had colonies. Somebody mentions Trankebar and somebody mentions the
Westindies. When Niels asks if they know where the Westindies are located, the whole
class goes silent. A minute goes by, before Albert says: “The Caribbean”. (Fieldnotes,
2015)

In response to a question on the first day of class about what students thought of when they heard
the word “slavery”, many students mentioned racial discrimination and oppression in their
written responses. Those who indicated geographical sites only mentioned other places than
Denmark, for example the United States, Egypt and Far East Asia and thus did not mention any
of the former Danish colonies where slavery took place.

Jan: “Thinking of Black people who were oppressed by white people at the time,
especially I think of the South in the US and the American Civil War.”
Nisse: “USA, apartheid, oppression.”
Rufus: “Blacks who were slaves in the USA in the 17 and 1800s.”
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Folmer: “The American slave trade where they took Blacks from Africa.”
Oswald: “The word slavery makes me think of: Blacks, Africa, the USA, Europe, Money,
Despair, racial differences, Torture, Exploitation….”

In particular the larger pattern of emphasis on the USA in the context of reflecting on slavery
bears witness to how the production of Nordic Exceptionalism is also kept alive by the
production of problems as “out there”, not possibly something related to Denmark. Or at least the
ignorance and the drawing on the ready cultural imaginary of the US as the site for slavery, not
Denmark, leaves Nordic Exceptionalism unchallenged. Furthermore, for those who did mention
some knowledge, a pattern emerged consistent with the Nordic Exceptionalist narrative of
apologism or downplaying the history.

“It is important to know this history”. While a substantial number of the students in
this study reported having no prior knowledge or little knowledge about the Danish history of
slavery and slave trade, nearly all students expressed that the teaching of this particular history is
important for them to learn about. In reasoning about why this history is important for Danes to
learn about, the students would cite the following reasons: a) to not repeat the mistakes of the
past, b) to know the history of your own country, and c) to become culturally savvy. The value
that the history of the Danish slave trade and slavery is important for Danes to learn about is
institutionally absent, as I have shown previously. The teacher, however, argued that he thought
it was important to teach this history and the students’ valuing of the importance might reflect
the teacher’s communication to them about him thinking that it is important. It could also be that
students noted that this history is important for them to learn about is an expression of the
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general cultural discourse about history as a relevant and important topic/reflecting a top down
educational discourse that this is important. As noted, many students drew on the rationale that it
is important to learn about the Danish history of slavery “to not repeat the mistakes of the past”:

I think it is important to learn about the good things that Denmark has done, but just as
much all the bad things, which means that I think it is important to learn about it. There is
an example in Japan with the Nanking massacre, which large parts of the population is
unaware of.. it’s not very good when you exclusively see the good things about your
country.. to avoid ending.. to not end up in the same situation I certainly think we should
learn about our past where it is not just about the big and important times. (Folmer, focus
group)

It’s important to learn about it as we have to acknowledge the mistakes made earlier,
reconcile with it and then move on so it does not happen again. (Gorm, week 1 writing)

Yes, we should not forget that we have done something bad…. So that we don’t make the
same mistake again and we shouldn’t think that we weren’t a part of the slave trade.
Because it’s easy to generalize.. you know, many people think that Denmark wasn’t even
part of the slave trade and therefore look down on the big “slave traders” and oppressors
and thereby they create an “unnecessary” hate. (Nisse, focus group)
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But it’s important to have this debate to make sure that these kinds of actions do not
happen again (Jens, week 2 writing)

The phrase “to not repeat the mistakes of the past” was something students would reproduce both
in their writings as well as during group interviews and often was not followed up by a further
explanation or clarification. This made this rationale sound like a cliché. While the students
would express this particular sentiment that it is important to learn about this history so that we
do not repeat the mistakes of the past, they in their engagement with questions about present day
responsibility contrasted or at least sheds some light on the meaning of the notion “to no repeat
the mistakes of the past”. I will return to this as I discuss how students reflected on
responsibility. Bodil, one of the more vocal girls similarly argued that it was important to learn
about this history to not repeat mistakes of the past,

It's relevant for me today in the sense that I see myself as a person who would like to
avoid provoking, without it even being my intention. Political crisis and bad relations
between certain societal groups often come from bad dialogues and an ignorant approach
to those societal relations that are manifesting themselves. If world peace is ever going to
be a reality (which I doubt it will), you first have to understand each other’s weak spots,
so unnecessary repeat of the conflicts and strides of the past does not happen. (Bodil,
week 1 writing)

Bodil here does not only iterate the common reasoning (and cliché) that learning about this
history will prevent it from happening again, but also expresses a kind of cynicism (her doubt
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that world peace is ever going to happen), which permeated Niels’ and many other students’
approaches in reflecting on the Danish slave trade. She also mentions – like other students had –
that this learning would allow her to be able to navigate socially and culturally in different
settings. This reasoning that learning about this particular aspect of Danish history is important
because it helps students to become culturally savvy, echoes the global citizenship literature in
which one of the core aims of teaching the Transatlantic slave trade is exactly to develop
students’ social and cultural skills. Learning this history thus becomes a cultural and useful
individual asset. As several students argued:

“Yes, it is important. We have to know our past to understand cultural differences in the
world. We also need to study the past to analyze present day patterns and to avoid
making the same mistakes as we did back then.” (Christopher, week 1 writing)

“It's important to know [this history] in order to be able to know how to act in countries
that have been hard hit by the slave trade” (Albert, week 1 writing)

The valuing of the knowledge about this history on its own by qualifiers such as “it’s good to
know the history of your own country” was also prevalent, as seen also below.

“…it’s good to know what Denmark’s role was in the slave trade and that we “supported”
the trade with people in the past and then how we got away from it again (gave up on the
idea of the trade of people)” (Ingrid, week 1 writing)
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“I think it is important for me to know how earlier people’s view of other cultures were.
Besides, [the Danish slave trade] had a big impact on the Danish economy because sugar
was a new and sought after good in Europe at the time. Finally, the slave trade is
connected to what we learned about European colonization of the world, because that was
also how people were viewed.” (Jens, week 1 writing)

In general, students’ reasoning about the importance of knowing this history included drawing on
the rationale and/or cliché of learning about troubling aspects of the past in order to avoid them
in the future. While this undoubtedly is a reasonable rationale, the ways in which students argued
this while simultaneously relating to this history by distancing themselves from it (as I will show
later), the rationale of avoiding mistakes appeared contradictory or at least as superficial in their
treatment of it. Also, the notion that learning about a particularly troubling aspect of history is
what will prevent the reoccurrence of troubling practices, is emblematic of a kind of selfcongratulatory understanding of the students’ own learning and reflects a naïve and passive
positioning that knowledge about some historical event alone is what will ensure different future
outcomes.

“Not our history”. While the students largely expressed that this history was important
for them to know about, a pattern also emerged of students talking about the history of Danish
slave trade and slavery as more salient for Black people than for Danish people. Although
implicit in their statements, the use of the term “Danes” by the students would often connote
white. As such a conflation between national and racial identity would occur. This pattern is
consistent with the general absence of consciousness and attention to race in Denmark
simultaneous with a production of the national identity as white (Hervik, 2001; 2015).
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N: Why have we not been teaching this part of our past?
Bodil: I just think that it has to do with what the population consists of.. Because, [for
example] the USA is built up around immigrants and people there come from thousands
of different backgrounds and since it’s a big country, then there will also be bigger
population groups that will emphasize that [this history] gets addressed.. And so you, that
you have to take into consideration so many people, whereas Denmark, well it’s just kind
of full of a lot of Danes and a few people compared to the USA who might need some of
this, that it gets taken into consideration.. I think that has a lot to do with it.. (Focus
group)

Bodil’s use of Danes here seems to imply an understanding of the slave trading history as being
more salient and of greater importance for people who are descendants of people who were
oppressed by the slavery and colonialism, not the oppressors. Her use of the expression
“Denmark, well it’s just kind of full of a lot of Danes” communicates implicitly the position that
to be Danish is to be white as well as to not be connected with the history of slavery. By arguing
that few people in Denmark “need” this history to be “taken into consideration”, she is
cementing her position that the slave trading history is not as important or even necessary for
Danes to engage with. By arguing that largely the Danish slave trading history has not been
taught because there are few to no descendants of enslaved folks in Denmark - which might be a
contributing factor - her statement also implies that the absence of this history has not come
about as a result of an intentional neglect on behalf of white Danish society. Rather, her
positioning by arguing that in Denmark there are “few people compared to the USA who might
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need some of this, that it gets taken into consideration” almost naturalizes the absence of dealing
with this history in Denmark as having come about merely as a result of the absence of
descendants of enslaved people, not – as is more accurately the case – as a result of a willful
disappearing of this particular history. On the contrary it could be argued that it is exactly
because this history matters so much to white Danish society, and specifically the royal Danish
family and other parts of the Danish elite who today are still rich from the slave trade, that they
are not interested in a resurrection of this as part of the official Danish national story. Gorm
similarly to Bodil argued, in discussing why Danes make racist jokes, that the history is more
salient and relevant, the closer it is in time and that the history of the Danish slave trade is not as
relevant to Danes.

Gorm: it has just not become relevant to us..so well.. What I meant was, was
Eskild: well, in that way.. I would never make fun.. joke about it
Christina: Yes, but it is also just the principle
Gorm: how much it affects you,
Eskild: yes, yes, but
Gorm: and it makes perfect sense that if it is something that happened 5000 years ago
then I don’t care at all whether people say something about us, but it makes sense that the
closer it gets, the more relevant it is, the more you can relate to it, especially if you are
descendant [of that history] (Focus group, emphasis added)

Gorm here, as many students did, seems to suggest that he himself is not a descendant of the
slave trading history. The argument that only if you are a direct descendant (concrete lineage
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from either an enslaved person or a slave master/planter) is the slave trading history relevant,
allowed students to distance themselves from the Danish slave trading history, and also assumed
that none of them were in fact direct descendants of people involved in the Danish slave trade.
Jan further argued in response to the same question:

Jan: yes or perhaps we, well, or perhaps we just don’t have the same need [to know this
history] as some other people do, and then I mean.. I mean, I can understand if there are
some people who would get, you know, get peace of mind if they get some clarification
about what happened.. you know, were you treated unfairly or not treated unfairly.. I
would like to know that if I was in that situation um.. but most Danes aren’t, so that’s
why the need to know this [history] might be smaller.. or you can be more indifferent to
it. (…) And we have it good here… so I think it’s easy to say that you shouldn’t use [this
history] or that it doesn’t matter because.. but if you feel that something happened that
was injust.. you know in the past.. Well.. Then I can understand that you have a need to
know what happened.. And also the need to blame somebody, whether that is oneself or if
that is the Europeans or whoever it was..” (Focus group)

Like other students had done, Jan similarly here invokes the distancing discourse of arguing that
Danish people largely could not be considered descendants of the slave trading past. He also
invokes the positioning that engaging the slave trading past is done by Black people to figure out
if they were treated “unfairly or not unfairly” and in order to “blame somebody”. This latter part
of arguing that it could even be meaningful to investigate the question about whether injustices
took place or not, and further that he suggests that descendants of people who were oppressed
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want to “blame somebody” simultaneously reflects a highly dismissive positioning regarding the
meaning of the Danish slave trade. While I will return to a further exploration of the question
about the discourse of ‘blame’, it is worth noting here how Jan’s exploration of whether
injustices took place or not reflects the ways in which both the textbook and the radio program
modeled a questioning of Black objectivity and thus claims of injustices. Furthermore, in
connection with his rather dismissive engagement with the question about why this aspect of
Danish history has been neglected, Jan also uses very vague terms to discuss the history slavery
and colonialism that make the history appear agent-less and non-problematic. In stating, “but if
you feel that something happened that was injust..” he manages to keep the slave trading history
an open question (did something unjust even happen?) as well as talking about it without using
words like slavery, descendants of enslaved people, oppression, violence, including without
addressing who did the “something”. As such he neither addresses concretely who it is that he
thinks might be interested in exploring this past (but it is implied that this must be descendants of
enslaved Africans), nor does he address that it was Danes who were organizing and enforcing the
oppressive regime of the slave trade and slavery (“something happened” as a passive, agentless
statement). Much like in the case of Bodil’s statement presented above, this use of vague terms
in discussing the slave trading past as evident by the utter absence of words like slavery and
oppression was emblematic for how many of the students would discuss the violent history
without addressing it directly.
What is clear here in the way students’ remark on whether this history is more relevant by
race or not, is that they conflate racial identity with national identity, so that being Danish is the
same as being white. This allows them to further argue that somehow this history is not as
important to them as it is to what they imagine it is for Black people who as several students
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implied should be considered descendants of this history, not white Danes. However, this point
seems to evade the students in the study, much like it did the teacher who similarly argued that
the slave trade was not as central a part of Danish history as it was to U.S. Virgin Islanders. To
be Danish is to be a product of the history and practice of the transatlantic slave trade. The fact
that both the teacher and the students argued otherwise reflects the fact that (white) Danish
people can decide whether they want to identify with this history or not.
The students in this study initially expressed their lack of knowledge in line with the
colonial amnesia that characterizes Danish society at large and is consistent with a lack of
emphasis or insistence on the teaching of this particular material. The lack of knowledge about
the Danish TST also meant that when students on the first day of class of the Danish TST were
asked to reflect on slavery, exclusively talked about it as something that took and takes place
anywhere else than in Denmark. The patterns that emerged in how they talked about whether this
defining aspect of Danish history should be taught was overwhelmingly affirmative, aside from a
single student. Students believed that it is important to learn about this history. In arguing why
they drew on several lines of reasoning:


to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past



to understand present day issues related to this history



to know the history of your own country (history for the sake of history)



to become culturally savvy

Although they believed that learning about the Danish TST was important, several students
argued that this history however is not as important to Danes as it might be to others. This
seemed to be part of their distancing themselves from being related to this particular history.
Students argued that this might have to do with the fact that there are not descendants of
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enslaved people in Denmark, thus disregarding that there surely are descendants of planters and
families who benefited from the Danish TST. However, the students who argued this also
communicated implicitly an understanding of Danish people as only white, and of this history as
only mattering to Black people.

Students’ Understanding of the Thinking of the Time

“It was a different time back then”: Excusing the colonial logic. One of the central
goals and values of history education as articulated both in the general national history
curriculum as well as by the teacher in my interviews with him was the importance of
understanding the thinking of a particular historical time period, including as the teacher
continuously stressed, to not judge the past on what he called present day values or premises. As
already mentioned in the analysis of the curriculum, the students were only exposed to primary
historical sources from the historical period of both the Danish colony in Ghana as well as the
former Danish West Indies that were written from a white, planter perspective. Furthermore, the
textbook, which was the central secondary source of information that the students read (and from
which most of the historical sources were also drawn) was also written with an emphasis on
mostly the Danish, white perspective and largely described (aside from a few paragraphs on
“Caribbean culture”) African and Black people as either kings and traders, who were engaging
with Danish colonizers on an equal footing or as enslaved people who were brutalized and
exploited. The fact that students predominantly were engaging with understanding the white,
Danish planter thinking of the time, meant that they in both classroom discussion as well as in
individual reflections and the group discussion would reproduce the planter logic. As such, in
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drawing heavily on the planter logic as they reflected on the Danish history of slavery, the
students would also reproduce the apologism/relativism inherent in several of the secondary
sources (see my review of this in the previous chapter) by for example arguing that Danes acted
just like any other European nation or that they were not so bad in how they treated enslaved
Africans. Instead of critically interrogating the actions of the past, the students would justify the
Danish atrocities by arguing that “this was the thinking of the time”. Jens, one of the quieter
boys, continuously argued this point. In reflecting on his learning, he argued:

I think that maybe it’s important to point out that it was the way they saw Black people
back then that mattered.. Not because Denmark was a particularly brutal, evil country
back then.. you know, you could say that we should also not get too nostalgic that we
don’t have any responsibility and that they were less than us, but you could also say, we
were not worse than so many others.” (Jens, Focus group).

In a similar vein, he drew on the rationale that the actions of the past could and should be
attributed to a different kind of mindset: “it’s important to remember that it was a different time
back then” (Jens, week 3). Folmer, another one of the quieter boys similarly argued that slavery
was a necessity:

[it was an] economical necessity at that time of trading with slaves (…) Denmark did like
many other nations because it was a necessity (Folmer, week 3 writing).
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Similar to Jens, Folmer further argued by invoking the planter logic of slavery as a necessity, that
slavery could not and should not be deemed evil:

um.. you kind of had to participate because else you would lag behind neighboring
countries and the other countries and that you sort of depended on.. what is it called..
depended on the slave trade to be able to keep the country running.. so you couldn’t just
remove it… I also thought that was a little bit interesting that you.. maybe it wasn’t
because you.. you wanted to be evil and have better services..” (Folmer, Focus group).

Folmer here in the above excerpt, manages to argue the obviously problematic point that the
slave trade should not be seen as ‘evil’ by drawing on an economic rationale that was afforded to
him in the textbook, much like Jens does in the above excerpt before this one. By use of the
modifiers ‘kind of’ and ‘sort of’ (“you kind of had to participate” and “you sort of depended on
it”) it is clear that he does not feel entirely comfortable arguing this point, yet he proceeds to
push this point that naturalizes the decision to engage in the slave trade. His use of the third
person, impersonal pronoun “you” as a generalization for Danes and other European planters
alike contributes again to an agent-less recounting of the Danish history of the slave trade.
Mathias, another one of the boys similarly to Folmer and Jens suggests that in comparison with
other European nations, Denmark could be considered “not so bad”:

you could also say that Great Britain brought over around 2 million [enslaved Africans]
and it’s not because they are that much bigger than us, so in that sense Denmark has not
been so bad” (Focus group).
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Rufus in reflecting on how enslaved Africans had been treated argued the following:

[it was the least surprising to learn] that the slaves were not treated super well, but also
not super badly. (week 3 writing).

This emphasis of comparing the Danish slave trade with other European nations similar actions
in what appeared to be a move to relativize or stress the argument that it is not important to judge
or deem the actions so negatively certainly reflect both the positionings present in the secondary
sources, as well as the teacher’s own take on this particular history. Furthermore, the students
were largely engaged with questions that asked them to consider and engage with the Danish
history of the slave trade from the viewpoint of the planters (see table below).

Table 9.
Perspectives Afforded in the Questions Students Were Asked (Questions Developed by the
Teacher)
Types of questions
Percentage
Questions that asked students
78 %
to describe and reflect the
Danish slavery from the
perspective of Danish
planters, the Danish king, the
Danish seamen and
traders, etc.
Questions that asked
students to describe and
reflect on conditions of
enslaved Africans/Black
perspective

22 %

Examples
“How was life for the Danes on the Gold Coast?”
“What kind of view of the system of slavery did
Oxholm and Schimmelman [Danish planters/
governors in the former Danish West Indies] have?
What are some similarities in the two gentlemen’s
viewpoints?”
“How were slaves treated?”
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The emphasis of engaging students in embodying and engaging primarily with the white, Danish
perspective on this history was modeled for the students on the first day of the class. The
students were (as previously discussed in the analysis of the curriculum) shown a TV debate
show casing contemporary perspectives on the Danish history of slavery and colonialism:

Niels showed them the clip from Deadline [TV program] last night discussing the issue or
not of using colonial power aesthetics on commodities. He instructed them to work in
groups of 3 (that they had to form themselves) and then assigned them blindly the
identity of one of the three white people participating in the debate. The one Black
Danish perspective presented by Josef W. Nielsen from the African Empowerment
Center on the show was not assigned as a viewpoint to defend.“ (Fieldnotes, 2015)

The fact that students on the first day of the curriculum intervention were asked only to
embody/identify with the three white perspectives presented in the program was emblematic of
the continued emphasis on primary engagement with and discussion of white perspectives on this
history (aside from discussions of “responsibility” and during the classes that were aimed at
‘perspectivizing’). Below is an excerpt from the second day of classes where students had read
descriptions of enslaved Africans treated as commodities:

At 8:15am most students were there and we resumed listening to the Danish produced
radio program about DK in Ghana. It started off with a gruesome description of how
different European slave traders operated with different kinds of standards for how to
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choose enslaved people. After listening for 10-15 minutes (…) Niels stops the clip and
asks the class what we have heard so far. Oswald says: “that the Danes were pigs” and
that it was some brutal ways they assessed the slaves with. Christina chimes in and agrees
that they were brutal. Niels then asks why they examined the enslaved people in this
meticulous way. Christina answers that this happened because they wanted them to
survive the journey. Jan then says “even though this might sound harsh, then it was kind
of like buying a car”. Niels then replies yes, and kicks the table standing next to him,
pretending that he is checking the tires of a car. Niels: “yes, it was a commodity”.
(Fieldnotes, 2015)

As I discussed in the analysis of the curriculum, the students were largely afforded the
positioning of relating to and engaging with the white, slave trading or planter perspective. In the
above excerpt, the students are again engaged in thinking about the slave trade from the
perspective of the slave traders and planters. This problematic skew in how the students engaged
with learning about the Danish slave trade contradicted the values that Niels had articulated of
exploring history from different angles. While the treatment of enslaved Africans as
commodities was a central aspect of chattel slavery, the ways in which Niels communicated this
to the students in the above excerpt lacked a simultaneous empathetic engagement with the
meaning of this, both then and today. Niels’ kicking of a table to mock that he was buying a car
as a comparison to how Danish colonizers and slave traders treated enslaved Africans, without at
the same time engaging students in a further reflection on the ramifications of this practice
thereby failed to challenge the dehumanization that treating human beings as commodities
obviously is. Aside from a few paragraphs in the textbook, the students were largely taught this
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history from a Dane-centric point of view. This meant that the engagement with the perspective
on Africans also took place through the planter lens and with a particular focus on the violent
ways in which Africans and enslaved Africans were treated, which I will discuss more in the
following section.

Reflecting on the African/Black perspective. As previously mentioned, the sources that
students engaged with largely described the suffering and exploitation of enslaved Africans. As
such, aside from the insistent empshasis in the textbook on African participation in the trade, the
students were largely engaging with the Black perspective in this history by reading descriptions
of the violent treatment of the enslaved people. In reflecting on both the most important and
surprising aspect of the curriculum intervention many students mentioned learning more in-depth
about the treatment of enslaved Africans. Oswald argued:

Um.. Yes, I don’t know if there is one aspect that I would say was more important, but
the most interesting for me, um, I feel, a lot about um.. how they were treated, the slaves,
on this journey from the Gold Coast to America primarily (…) um.. not so much what
they were used for and not so much what they got sold for but the conditions they lived
under and the terrible way that you could say that the whites treated them.. that I think
was.. of course you had heard about it before, but it was good to get a bit of a deeper
description of it all. (Oswald, focus group).

The language that Oswald uses to respond to my question about what the most important aspect
of this teaching-learning intervention has been reveals again a level of emotional distancing,
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which was a general pattern in how students positioned themselves when reflecting on the
learning. First he rephrases the question and instead articulates what he thought was interesting,
which echoes the teacher’s similar use of the term ‘interesting’ to describe the teaching-learning,
as well as how the two students who later went to the USVI would describe their visit there. As
noted in the analysis of the teacher’s positioning, the term “interesting” seems to signify that the
teaching-learning has some sort of entertainment value in contrast to describing it as something
that is personally meaningful. Furthermore, Oswald – like Jan and Folmer in previously
discussed segments – uses several passive, agent-less descriptions of the slave trading past (“how
they were treated”, “what they were used for”) before finally using the term “whites” to
acknowledge who was responsible for the brutalities of enforcing the slave trade and slavery. As
discussed previously, the use of passive language allows the Danish students to engage with the
slave trading past without acknowledging or addressing Danish colonizers as agents with
responsiblity for this violent past.
Like Oswald, Norm emphasized similarly that the most surprising thing that they had learned
was the oppressive treatment of Black people: “The way the slaves were treated was outrageous”
(week 3 writing). Christina, one of the more vocal girls (and who eventually went to the USVI
the following year) argued:

The most surprising thing has been to read about the stories and the sources that describe
how it was on the ships, and how terrible the slaves were treated, including the conditions
under which it took place. (Christina, week 2 writing).
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Here Christina also makes use of the passive, subject-less form “how terrible the slaves were
treated”, avoiding addressing the Danish responsibility and actors directly. Laura also noted, that
one of the most surprising things that they had learned was “how we treated the slaves, since I
wasn’t aware to what great extent we had treated the Blacks badly” (week 3). In talking about
what had been the most important learning for them, Jan (in a conversation with Gorm)
discussed the following:

Jan: “Well, just also in the same vein… that it was so much like a product.. the
slaves..who had to be kept in god stand and who had to get good food before they had to
be sold.. I thought that was kind of interesting.. or I don’t know if interesting.. but sort of
crazy to hear about.. And how much the quality of the slaves mattered.. that was sort of
flabbergasting.. (Focus group)

This emphasis from students on the horrible conditions of the enslaved Africans during the
Danish slave trade and slavery is in many ways not surprising. Learning about the African
genocide and oppressive and violent regime of the Danish colonizers will necessarily and should
entail an engagement with how the oppressive and violent Danish regime enforced its oppression
and exploitation. The issue in this particular curriculum intervention, however, was that students
exclusively in dealing with the Black experience only focused on either the false notion of “equal
responsibility” (which I will cover more in-depth in the following section) or the exploitation of
enslaved Africans. As such, aside from mentioning in one paragraph the rebellions of enslaved
Africans, the students did not engage much with Africans and enslaved Africans as makers of
history. In that sense the curriculum was equally problematic in what it consisted of as well as
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what it did not contain. Furthermore, as the analysis shows the ways in which students would
reflect on the brutality of the Danish colonial and slave trading regime was still done in ways that
downplayed the Danish responsibility (by use of passive, agent-less sentences) and with a level
of emotional distancing (e.g. describing the learning as “interesting”).
Furthermore, the majority of the questions that students were given during the curriculum
that dealt with the enslaved African perspective similarly focused on topics of the violence and
the abuse that enslaved Africans suffered, not the ways in which they organized themselves,
resisted and challenged the oppressive colonial rule. In addition to the curricular artefacts and
questions to gain perspectives of the Black experience in the Danish slave trading history, the
students were also engaged in an activity on the first day of the second week of the curriculum
intervention that was aimed at engaging them in what the teacher called “indlevelse” (which
could be translated to “empathetic embodiment”). The activity, which was developed and shared
with Niels by one of the fellow high school teachers in the Danish UNESCO network of
teachers, included engaging students in mimicking and experiencing the spatial confinements of
the Middle passage:

Niels instructs the class to all move to the back of the room. Then he writes some
dimensions on the board. He writes: “L: 180CM W: 40CM H: 60CM” and tells the
students that this would be the amount of space per enslaved person on the ships. He
instructs them to calculate how big of a surface the number of students in their class
would require. A handful of the boys immediately get started on calculating. First they
find that they need to measure a 9-meter long surface. Upon finding that they cannot find
something in the class that is 9 meters long, they figure out another way of measuring up

182

the surface. It’s total chaos in the class as the measuring is going on. Lots of noise and a
lot of students are not participating. Then Niels asks the students to place tables to
resemble the ship and they get instructions to get tables from other classrooms since there
aren’t enough in their own classroom. Several of the students are joking with each other,
I hear phrases like “shit, there is plenty of room”, “what were they [enslaved Africans]
complaining about?”. Bodil says to Karen sarcastically, “well, I would have thought this
is a luxury apartment“. The whole class crawls under while they shout and scream. Ingrid
especially does not like it and soon after crawling under the table, comes up and tells
Niels that it’s uncomfortable to lie on the floor so crammed. He dismisses her claim and
tells her to get back under the table. Niels has picked up a long stick that he is using to
poke the students with, to shove them down. He walks on top of the tables pretending to
be a slave master. He then hands them some papers that include descriptions from the
Middle passage. On the Blackboard he has projected one of the few drawings of a slave
ship from a British source [edit: according to Niels]. The noise level in the room is high
and it’s hard for me to hear what they are saying while they are underneath the tables.
Niels designates the reading of the text to different students. It’s a gruesome reading,
which includes descriptions of how white Danish seamen would abuse the African
women sexually on the ship and would kill their children by crushing the skulls in front
of the women. I can’t help but thinking that it’s too gruesome to be reading while they are
also joking and lying on the floor. They have no way of making sense of the gendered
and racial dimensions of all of this. While the students are underneath, many other
students stop in the hallway outside (edit: the classroom doors were made of glass) to see
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what is going on and one teacher stops and gives a thumb up to Niels as it is going on.
Once they finish reading the text, they crawl out.” (Fieldnotes, 2015)

Even though the aim of the pedagogical activity of embodying the Middle Passage as expressed
by the teacher was ‘empathetic embodiment’, the students were barely instructed on the meaning
of the activity or how to make sense of it and as such the main aim of it seemed to primarily
focus in on the horror of the Danish slave trade in a way seemed to be less about empathetic
embodiment, and more about the shock effect/”entertainment” value. The emphasis on
“entertainment” was furthered when the teacher following the engagement with the activity,
played the students a short clip from a Steven Spielberg movie in which enslaved Africans are
brought up to the deck of a ship and are dancing, before asking the students why they thought he
had engaged them in this activity.
Furthermore, in assigning the students a reading on the gruesome treatment of Africans
aboard the ships, without otherwise providing the students with texts and literature on African
and Black struggle, resistance and agency, the activity of embodying the Middle passage
contributed to the simultaneous fetishizing and trivializing of Black suffering and lack of agency
without much analytical preparation or reflection. The stated value of engaging students in
‘empathetic embodiment’ in the promulgation as well as by the teacher of allowing students to
understand not only the thinking, but possibly the experiences of a particular time is a core part
of history education goals. Contradictorily, this particular activity, although developed and
executed under the guise of empathetic embodiment appeared to have quite the opposite effect
on students. Particularly the use of sarcasm during the activity by many students and the teacher
as well was startling in its lack of empathetic engagement with the topic. I will return to a fuller
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discussion of the use of sarcasm and ‘humor’ in the classroom of the teaching of the Danish
history of slave trade and slavery. In reflecting on learning about the treatment of enslaved
Africans, a few students seemed to suggest that the curriculum intervention had provided them
with a different perspective than a Eurocentric perspective (a concept which had been discussed
during the third week, initially brought up by one of the students, Rufus). Eskild argued in the
final reflection,
I think it’s been exciting to get a new angle on the transatlantic slave trade. Earlier I have
had a really European take on the slave trade, but through the sources and such I have
gotten a Black perspective and in that way I have realized what advantages the slave
trade caused but also which consequences it had” (Eskild, week 3 writing).
The notion that the insistent focus on Black suffering during the Danish slave trading past
without much analytical context to interpret it and a complete lack of emphasis on African and
Black resistance and struggle, was similar to haven gotten an African perspective on the history
of the Danish slave trade was troubling. While the students in the perspectivizing aspect of the
curriculum were introduced to a few Black perspectives on race relations today, the students
were – as addressed in the analysis of the curriculum – exclusively exposed to white historical
sources in this curriculum intervention. However, not all students agreed as I will discuss below.
While nearly a third of the class emphasized the in-depth treatment of slaves as one of the
most important or surprising aspects of their learning about the Danish slave trading past, nearly
half of the class argued in the last week of the curriculum intervention that the least surprising
thing they had learned was about the violent treatment of the enslaved Africans. Jens argued, “It
did not surprise me what kinds of conditions the slaves lived under back then.”. He further noted,
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“… to me it seemed a little bit silly to work so much with their conditions when you could have
been discussing the aftermath of [slavery] today [instead]” (week 3). So while some students
deemed learning about the dire conditions for enslaved Africans as important, others argued that
the emphasis on this aspect of slave trade had been too much in the curriculum. Karen, one of the
more vocal girls argued similarly during a reflection on the topic:

Karen: But I also often thought that this was all the same that you read over and over and
over again.. And I don’t know if it was something//
Interviewer: //can you say a bit more about what you read?
Karen: it was kind of like you had just gotten an understanding about how the [n-words]
had it, but then you had to read more about how they had it and especially also when we
read those two stories, then we didn’t really need four more, because I had a hard time
figuring out what we were supposed to use all of this text for and I don’t know if that is
because I had a lot knowledge about it before, but also just like, I feel a little bit like that
when I read, then I forgot it all again, because it was just read, read, read, there wasn’t a
lot to use the knowledge for afterward as a change [to the reading]” (focus group)

Aside from the disturbing fact that Karen is using the Danish n-word in a ‘normalized’ way here
(which I will return to in a discussion about racial dynamics in the classroom), she is like a few
other students pointing out what she believed to be too many readings from the same point of
view and the lack of a clear purpose of these readings. One student in particular early on voiced a
concern that he thought the curriculum was very one-sided and Eurocentric, Rufus. Rufus, one of
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the students who throughout the entire intervention would openly express his disagreements with
the teacher voiced this concern during the second week of the curriculum intervention:

Niels then again says something about “our cozy little colony” (ironically) and proceeds
to argue that the big difference between Ghana and the USVI is that in Ghana there were
both free and unfree Africans. And as such skin color became the defining difference
between USVI and Ghana because there were only unfree Africans in the USVI, he
suggests. Niels announces that it’s one half of the class’ turn (the side that I am sitting in)
to go outside of the classroom while doing group work. On the way out, Rufus asks him:
“are we going to get some slave sources too?”. I walk over and ask Niels what Rufus just
asked. He tells me that Rufus was interested in hearing more about the slave perspective.
(Fieldnotes, 2015)

Since the Dane-centric perspective had been my own concern until this point in the curriculum
intervention, it was striking that one of the students not only shared this concern, but also
brought it up with the teacher. During his reflections in the second week of classes Rufus wrote
the following: “With the sources we have had (only european) I want to say that it gets presented
as if the actions of the europeans were welcomed by the africans.” (Rufus, week 2). During the
final week of reflections he wrote, “[the most surprising thing is] how eurocentric the textbooks
as well as the teaching is.” (Rufus, week 3). This marginal positioning was a clear indictment of
the indeed very one-sided curriculum.
In spite of the heavy emphasis by Niels on the importance of teaching history by looking
at a particular time period from different angles, the students were largely exposed to a Dane-
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centric and white curriculum. This combined with the heavy emphasis by Niels of the –
according to him – importance of not only understanding the thinking of a particular time period,
but also not judging it, meant that some students empathized with the white, planter perspective.
Other students, argued against what they saw as the one-sided curriculum.

Students’ Positionings Regarding Responsibility

Displacing responsibility. One of the central considerations/values that Niels shared in
the preparation of the curriculum was that he wanted to challenge what he called the students
“pre-understandings” (forforståelse”) of the history of slavery and thus provide them with what
he called an “aha experience”. Specifically, he shared that based on previous experiences with
teaching this topic, students generally know something about the triangle trade, however many of
them are not familiar with the Danish role in the slave trade and he wanted specifically to
challenge their pre-understanding that slave traders only were white Danish people. On the
second day of the curriculum intervention, the students were assigned a primary historical
source, a letter written by a Danish doctor, Paul Isert, who had been working for the Danish
colony in Ghana during the Danish colonization of this area. After having read the historical
sources during class time, the teacher inquired the students about if something had stood out to
them:

The class reconvened shortly [after reading the text] and as the students filtered into the
class again, Niels wrote on the Blackboard: “What can we use Isert’s [the Danish doctor]
story for? What was the most interesting thing about it? What was the most surprising?”.
Gorm said that there was a lot of talk about the weather. Then Roald said, “they [the
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Danes] drank a lot of moonshine with the [n-words]”. It seemed like he was awaiting a
response from Niels because he said [n-words] but Niels did not comment on it and just
as Roald said this, Jens came walking into the classroom, and when Niels then followed
up he ignored the “n-word” part and only replied “yes, they did drink a lot of
moonshine”… and then Niels followed up and summed up “the point is, it wasn’t an easy
journey..”. Then Niels asked the class:” what did you think was interesting?” Somebody
mentioned the superstition. Gorm then said that he thought it was interesting how towards
the end of Isert’s letter he mentions how he was greeted and welcomed by the “[nwords]” who called him “master”. Niels asked him why he stumbled over that and Gorm
continued, trying, to explain that he thought it was odd since the Danish doctor should
not be greeted by the Africans in a friendly manner. Niels then said, “yes, that is
interesting, I will just leave that there and then get back to it.. because now we will listen
to a radio program”. He put on the radio program that started out by playing some music
from Ghana as part of the introduction. Several of the boys started moving in their chairs
as if they were dancing to the music, laughing“. (Fieldnotes, 2015)

The fact that Gorm in the above excerpt questioned that the Danish doctor would be greeted in a
friendly manner by Africans (as previously mentioned, I will return to a discussion of the
students’ use of the n-word) as described in the letter is exactly the reflection that the teacher was
hoping to solicit from the students by introducing this particular source. As Niels had shared with
me he wanted to challenge the students’ understanding that slave traders were only white, and
thus following this interaction he played the radio program for the students (which I discussed
in-depth in the chapter 3). The students heard some of the radio program on the second day of
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the curriculum intervention and then heard the final part of it on the third day of the curriculum
intervention. Throughout the listening activity, Niels would occasionally stop the program and
engage students in questions about what they had heard:

Niels: “so what do you think about this whole thing about Prinzensten [the fort that the
tourist guide shows the radio host around in]?”. Jens says that there seems to be two sides
of the coin: ”well, first we hear it from the point of view of the guide and then from the
[Danish] historian and then everything that the guide had said kind of doesn’t make
sense..”. Ingrid follows up by saying that we also should consider the motive of the guide
and that since his audience was tourists then his goal could be to “make a certain
atmosphere”. Niels had instructed them to think critically about the sources and as Ingrid
says this he begins to write on the Blackboard “create a certain atmosphere” as well as
“where does their knowledge come from?”. Then Roald sitting next to Ingrid says: “this
guide also seems to be too emotionally involved”. Rufus says that although we don’t
know what kind of colonial theory perspective the Danish historian operates with, he
seems to be more credible than the guide, since he does have his academic integrity. And
then Rufus adds, “but that doesn’t mean that we weren’t devils – maybe it just didn’t
happen at Prinzensten”. Niels now writes on the Blackboard: “motives?” and adds one
line that says: “scientific objectivity” and on the second arm, “tourism, emotions,
subjectivity”. So the main pedagogical aim here is to compare a historian source and a
tour guide… and then Niels proceeds and says that he also has an opinion and that he
believes that the historian has more integrity because unless he has been caught in
academic fraud then we can assume that he is telling us the truth. He also says that the
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Danish researcher is distanced from the topic, also in part because he lives apart from it.
Niels then asks the class if it is okay what the tour guide is doing. He asks them to briefly
discuss with the person sitting next to them. After a few minutes he corners Maja and
asks her what her 3-person group (of her, Malene and Caroline) discussed. She says that
they agreed that it was not okay for him to make up this lie. Eskild then chimes in and
says that he also didn’t think it was okay: “when you pay for a tour guide, you have
actually paid for something that you are not getting”. Jens then says that we actually
cannot know whether the guide is making it up or if he in fact knows that it’s not true and
[states that he] is curious to know whether this is how they just think in Ghana.
(Fieldnotes, 2015)

As can be seen in the above excerpt, one of the main pedagogical aims by Niels of engaging the
students in listening to the program is to engage students in a reflection about ‘objectivity’ by
comparing the Ghanaian tourist guide and a Danish historian. Niels’ positioning here uncritically
mimics the narrative arc of the radio program, and like the host of the radio program, he repeats
the colonial logic that Danes can be more objective in their engagement with the slave trading
past compared with for example Ghanaians. While a comparison between two historians’
accounts of a given historical event would have allowed the students to engage in the kind of
critical thinking skills (Bermudez, 2015) that the practice of history should entail, the
comparison between the tourist guide and the Danish historian’s take on the same event only
mimics the principles of the practice.
Rather than providing students with the opportunity to be critical readers and listeners of
how historians present historical narratives, Niels as can be seen from the above excerpt, flattens
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an understanding of “truth” by merely suggesting that as long as a historian has not been caught
in academic fraud their statements must be true. This claim does not allow students to appreciate
how the positionality of historians of course also shape the history they write. Rufus, one of the
students who would challenge Niels’ positionings from time to time, seeks to make the point that
the historical inaccuracy of the tourist guide is irrelevant in the context of the atrocities
perpetuated by the Danes, but Niels does not pick up on it. Once the students were done listening
to the program, the teacher further inquired the students about their reflections:

Niels asks the students, “what kinds of feelings are you sitting with now? How are you
thinking about this now? Should we teach this topic even?” Rufus talks about the
controversy between the guide and the historian but then continues by saying that we did
do it (”vi gjorde det jo”) and argues that there weren’t Africans selling Africans. Niels
then interferes and says that the point is that there in fact was African slave trade long
before the Europeans came. Niels: “the whites only came and participated” followed by
saying: “slavery has always existed and the Africans also sold slaves”. Oswald remarks in
response to the question about whether this history should be taught or not that, “it should
be said that it happened but then also noted that this happened several hundred years
ago”. Bodil then follows up: “I just don’t get why there is such an interest in that whole
blame game thing [referencing this term ‘blame game’ which was introduced in the radio
program], that so many years after there still is this need to say that it was this particular
group of people who were responsible”. Jens then replies to Bodil: “I do think it is
important that the truth is told and at the same time the guide also has his right to tell his
story”. Rufus replies: “we cannot know for sure that the guide knew, but I do think that
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he knows that it’s not true..” Jens follows up:” I also just think that you don’t need to find
out who did something bad, everybody did something bad, both the Europeans and the
locals took part in it, so where do we start? Instead I think we need to look are our
common (shared) history.” Ingrid then follows up: ”but there is also the point that we
need to learn about it so that we don’t repeat history”. Rufus in responding to both Jens
and Bodil said: ”to a lot of people this is actually relevant and so the blame game is
relevant for understanding how things are in Ghana today – how history contributed to
it”.
Folmer: “like Bodil I also think that you should be careful with placing guilt,
because then follows the whole question of demands..”
Niels:” yes, the question of guilt”.
Folmer:”cause, didn’t the Nazis pay something back, Niels?”.
Niels: ”yes, because that was a clean case, there weren’t exactly any Jews who
helped”.
Bodil then exclaims: “I mean, I can understand it with the aboriginals, where the
government apologized for the babies they had stolen but that was also a resolved
case.. why throw with mud about who did what the most when the locals
themselves were involved..” (in the last bit referring back to the Ghana example).
Roald: “I agree with Bodil.” .
Jan chimed in: “but as a Dane it is easy to find out what your history is, whether
your forefather was a butcher or a farmer, we can’t really put ourselves in their
shoes”
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Ingrid: “it is still important to find out who did what, why it happened and who’s
to blame.”
Niels: ”yes, blame”.
Rufus: “or the reasons”.
Then Niels asks the class: ” so do you need to feel guilty?”. Bodil replies: ”I don’t need
to have any form for guilt about something that happened more than 300 years ago..”.
Albert continues: “I can simply not see why it would be relevant to find out who did what
and why it happened. The truth is that they [Africans] participated and that it happened..”.
Christina similarly argues: “I also don’t believe that we need to find out who is to blame–
just like Perbi [the Ghanaian historian who is introduced in the radio program] said,
everybody is to blame, we might as well agree that everybody played a role in it and also,
it doesn’t exist today..”. Niels replies: ”well, actually there has never been more slaves
today than before.. but I understand what you mean..”. Ingrid: “us Europeans have at
least moved on.. and its not like we don’t help,” and then said something about support to
‘developing countries’. Niels replies:” yes, financial support for developing countries..”
to which Christina follows up: “Well, it’s also not like we can save the entire world, but I
guess we can try..”. The class is about to end and the students are starting to pack their
things. Then Jan asks, “what about you Niels, what is your position?”. Niels:”well, of
course I think this is an important topic..” and then says something about how he has
made into a principle to teach the topic, and adds: “there are many threads and it’s a super
good topic” and it is a part of Danish history. He ends by saying: “Whether it’s possible
to learn from the mistakes of history, I don’t think I believe so much in. And the question
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about reparations I also think is hard/tough and I am certain that if I had lived back then I
would have also “done like everybody else”. (Fieldnotes, 2015).

As can be seen from this long excerpt from the third day of the curriculum intervention, the
students eagerly responded to and engaged with the point that Niels wants them to engage with
of the purported equal responsibility of Africans in the Danish slave trade. In making this point
Niels draws on several relativizing strategies (“the whites only came and participated”, “slavery
has always existed” and “the Africans also sold slaves”), discourses that again mimics both the
textbook and the radio program. In response to Folmer bringing up the case of the Nazis, Niels
again uses this comparison to the Danish slave trading past to argue that the responsibility for the
slave trading past is unclear (not a “clean case” in his perspective in comparison with the Nazi’s
responsibility is what is implied) and thus not exclusively Danish. The use of the discourse of
equal responsibility for the slave trade in this case by Niels is particularly troubling. As I argued
in previous sections, this central argument presented to the students both in the textbook and the
radio program, and then again bolstered as can be seen above by Niels allowed the students, for
whom many it was their first time engaging with the Danish slave trading and colonial past, by
immediately distancing themselves from the meaning of it. The insistence on the argument that
some African chiefs participated in the slave trade without acknowledging the violent context in
which this took place is troubling. In a country like Denmark where the slave trading past has
been completely neglected, to be emphasizing African participation as if it is on equal footing
with what Danish colonizers did, is not only historically inaccurate, but also blatantly an attempt
to immediately absolve Danish responsibility before even seriously engaging with the history
and its very real ramifications in Ghana, the USVI (former Danish West Indies) but certainly also
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in Denmark. As can be gleaned from the snippet of my fieldnotes many students latched on to
this argument uncritically and argued that responsibility (for which they often used the
frustrating term “blame” afforded to them vis-à-vis the term “blame game” introduced to them in
the radio program) cannot meaningfully be interrogated. Perhaps not surprisingly given the
heavy emphasis in the curriculum, one of the main take-away points from the curricular
intervention that many students mentioned during both the two latter weekly writings as well as
during the focus group conversations was the emphasis on African participation in the
transatlantic slave trade. Nisse, one of the quieter boys argued:

Yes, well I thought the most interesting is that.. um what’s it called, that the Blacks also
were such a big part of the slave trade down there, I think… well this thing that it was the
Blacks who went and got these, yes, also Blacks out to the europeans, who came and sold
them, so that the Blacks., that the Blacks also were a big part of the slave trade, that I had
not expected.” (Focus group).

Jens, wrote: “I had thought that [the Danes] forced the africans to exchange slaves, but it seems
that they saw africans more like trade partners.” (week 2). Nearly two thirds of the class
mentioned this notion as one of the most surprising and/or important things that they had learned
during the curriculum intervention. Malene, one of the more quiet girls wrote: “The most
surprising thing has been to learn that europeans and africans were equally bad.” (week 2).
Christopher, (who got sent to the USVI a year later), wrote:
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[One of the most surprising things was] that there already existed a slave trade before the
Europeans came. That side I haven’t heard before. Often the sources that your read/see
about slavery are critical towards the slave trade and tell a clear story with the aim of
creating sympathy for the slaves.” (Christopher, week 2 writing).

In being introduced to the argument that “Africans sold their own”, the students were also
introduced to the term “the blame game” by the Ghanaian historian, Akosua Perbi (Chakravarty,
2006). As is evident from the classroom discussion described in the fieldnotes above, the teacher
undoubtedly communicated to the students that they should not feel any guilt. In drawing on the
term ‘blame game’ as introduced by the Ghanaian historian in the radio program, (and the term
‘blame game’ in and of itself appears to communicate that it is silly to even engage in questions
about responsibility), the teacher - in providing the curriculum - afforded the students the
possibility of immediately distancing themselves from the Danish responsibility in the history of
the transatlantic slave trade and genocide. It should be noted here that the term blame indicates
both the emotion of guilt while simultaneously indicates who is responsible for something (who
is to blame).
The notion of white guilt has been written about extensively (Giroux, 1997; Iyer, Leach
& Crosby, 2003) including the inherent issues of individualizing racism and inequality and thus
allowing white people to narcissistically obsess over their white guilt, rather than understanding
race as also, perhaps first and foremost, a structural system of oppression that intersects and
works in tandem with other systems of oppression (Crenshaw, 1991; Ignatiev, 1997; Leonardo,
2002). By conflating the emotion of guilt and the question of responsibility in introducing the
term ‘blame game’ students were able to defer considerations about both guilt and responsibility
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by ridiculing the notion that they should have any stake in this history. This focus is
disheartening in many ways. The avid focus on “African participation” was articulated by the
students as making African participation on equal footing with Danish responsibility in the
history the slave trade. This false argument appeared to allow the Danish students to engage with
the TST, which for many of them were their first engagement with the Danish TST, by having
some false understanding that Danes and Africans alike were engaging in this and as such the
responsibility was not all Danish (note also how many of them use the term ‘Europeans’ instead
of talking about Danes). It allows them to escape connecting with and understanding the
responsibility that white Danish colonizers and slave traders indeed had - and more importantly
of understanding the real ramifications and consequences it has had not only in the USVI and
Ghana, but also in Denmark today.

Lack of responsibility: “So long ago” and “we need to move on”. In considering
questions about Denmark’s responsibility today towards the former Danish colonies involved in
the Danish slave trade, Ghana and the now U.S. Virgin Islands, a pattern emerged of students’
seeing the past as connected to the present or not, particularly with regards to whether the Danish
state should make a public apology and engage in paying reparations. In the curriculum, the
students had been exposed to several positionings with regards to this particular issue, including
the notion that Denmark cannot pay reparations (see analysis of the curriculum). Connected with
the students’ engagement with the term ‘blame game’, a pattern developed of arguing that
Denmark today does not and cannot take any responsibility with regards to the slave trading past.
This was done in large part by invoking the argument that the slave trade and slavery “happened
so long ago” and a need, as students argued, for “moving on”.
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Jens argued, “I think that Denmark did play a role in the slave trade, however I don’t
think that we should apologize or pay for anything that our forefathers did more than 100 years
ago - we can’t even relate to this kind of thinking or the people that existed at the time.” (week 3
writing). Andreas wrote, “of course to a certain extent we have some sort of role and that is why
I can understand that they might want an apology from the Danish people. But the problem is
that we are not the same people as those several 100 years ago. So therefore I don’t think that I
or Denmark has to be held accountable for something that happened so long ago. We haven’t
done anything wrong.” (week 3 writing). Andreas’ use here of the modifier “some sort of” in
discussing Danish responsibility manages to downplay Danish responsibility of the Danish slave
trade, as seen in previous examples. Folmer also argued that there is a clear disconnect between
the slave trading past and the present moment in Denmark:, “No, I don’t think there is anything
to apologize. Denmark did like many other nations, because it was a necessity. It would be weird
to start discussing this topic now.” (week 3 writing). Roald similarly argued that Denmark cannot
take responsibility today by invoking the notion that “it happened so long ago”:

Um, well I also think a little bit.. um that the blame game is kind of over, it doesn’t have
anything to do with us anymore I think, it’s kind of generations back that kind of, it
should have been, it should have been dealt with if it had to be dealt with, and then I
think that the way we kind of deal with it today, then I think that instead of that, then I
think a little bit this thing that we collect money for humanitarian aid and that you kind
of in that way pay back a price (Roald, focus group).
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However, notice that Roald’s use of the modifiers “kind of” (three times in this short segment)
and the use of the “I also think a little bit” (twice) communicates his insecurity in making the
argument that there is no clear Danish responsibility today, perhaps as part of an understanding
of the problematic nature of this argument. Karen, one of the vocal girls, multiple times stated
this point: “In some ways I just have a hard time understanding why the debate should be taken
up several hundred years after the fact.” (week 2). In a separate instance, she argued:

“The people [who did it] lived in a different time where colonization was seen as a
correct thing to do. Therefore we as Danes, with the knowledge we have gotten since
then, cannot apologize since we would have never done the same thing. It is wrong to put
the blame/responsibility on people who live in a completely different generation and
world.” (Karen, week 3 writing).

The remarkable thing in students invoking the argument that it happened ‘so long ago’ is that
many of them argued that it happened several hundred years ago, when in fact the former
Danish West Indies, now USVI was part of the Danish state until 1917 (notice: the data from the
Danish site was collected in the early part of 2015 making it less than 100 years since the official
sale of the islands to the US). Up until that time, the incredibly exploitative working conditions
continued, and although slavery was officially abolished in 1848, the working conditions on the
islands after the official abolition have been described as slavery-like working conditions.
Students did read about and discuss how the sale of the islands did not take place until 1917, and
as such the argument that the atrocities took place several hundred years ago appeared to be an
exaggeration in an effort of distancing themselves from this history. The emphasis on the need to
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move one was argued by multiple students. Jens wrote, “I don’t think that either the whole blame
should go to one of the two parties, because it is obvious that both parties have had their
advantages from the slave trade. By accepting both parties’ responsibility I also think that it will
be easier to accept and move on.” (Jens, week 2). Notice here the use of the terms “both parties”
as if the slave trading past included two players that engaged on an equal playing field. This
allows Jens to reflect on the responsibility for the slave trading past by assigning equal
responsibility and suggesting (falsely) that these supposed, but elusive ‘two parties’ (he does not
address more specifically what he means by this, but seems to imply Danes and Africans) both
had advantages in a wicked twist of historical distortion. Gorm wrote, “Instead of pointing
fingers and find one guilty [party] we should instead just try to understand what happened so it
doesn’t happen again and then move on” (Gorm, week 2). Roald argued: ”Everybody was
responsible and the goal is just to move on” (Roald, week 2). Albert argued: “I’m forward
thinking and I don’t see any reason to look back at the past and start a discussion about whose
responsibility it was.” (Albert, week 3). This pattern of arguing the importance of moving on as
in the above examples of invoking that specific wording, or as Albert who does it implicitly by
arguing that he is “forward thinking” and does not see any reason to “look back”, was mostly
invoked when students reflected on Danish responsibility for the slave trade, which seems telling
about the meaning of the use of this particular discourse.
In a study on white, British museumgoers’ reactions to an exhibition on the country’s
slave trading past, Smith (2015) similarly found that her participants would emphasize and
invoke the argument of the need to “move forward” (p.470). Smith argues that this statement,
although it could be considered just a clichéd statement that is used when one is at a loss of
words, also can be understood as a discursive strategy to shut down a debate. The ways in which
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the Danish high school students invoked the discourse of ‘moving on’ seemed to be done exactly
in a discursive move of shutting down the debate about Danish responsibility. The irony of the
call to ‘move on’ from the slave trading past, when the country largely has neglected any
engagement with this particular past is thick.
In discussing Denmark’s responsibility today not one single student argued that Denmark
should pay reparations, but several of them did argue that the Danish state could make a public
apology to the now USVI (which it still has not done, presumably for fear of possibly evoking a
request of reparations). As can be seen from the quotes below, the students hedge their
acknowledgements of Danish responsibility for the slave trading responsibility by invoking
various discourses, for example by use of the already discussed discourse “it was a different time
then”:
“Yes, in a way I do think that Denmark has a role to play, however I don’t think there
should be any legal forcing of help, but more an apology or help that comes from the
heart.” (Rufus, week 3 writing).

“Yes, I don’t see a reason for why we shouldn’t apologize if there are people whom it
would make happy. But when that is said and done, it’s also important to remember that
it was a different time back then.” (Jan, week 3 writing).

“Yes, well, what do you say, I think that um, the blame game in and of itself is fine, but it
shouldn’t be done to give a punishments to those who were guilty.. it should more be for
the sake of history, because I think it’s kind of important to sort of, dig into who is
responsible and that kind of thing.. but it shouldn’t be to give a sum of money because
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our ancestors had slaves and that kind of thing.. so, so. In a way I think that the blame
game is a good thing, it’s a fine thing if you’re trying to find out what actually
happened..” (Albert, focus group)

As such, many students seemed to argue that there was some Danish responsibility to the extent
that they argued that the Danish state could apologize or by arguing that Denmark played a role,
albeit these acknowledgements were hedged as shown in the previous analysis. However, in the
context of the heavy of emphasis for many students of the equal responsibility argument as well
as the argument that reparations were out of the questions, the Danish students’ understanding of
Danish responsibility for this history is limited.
Throughout the curricular intervention students commented and remarked on time
perspectives in relating to the history of Danish TST. Particularly the positionings of either
emphasizing a distance between this particular past and the present (”it’s so long ago”, or “we
need to move on”) or the emphasis on the connection between the past and the present emerged
as two prominent patterns. The connection between the present and past was particularly
emphasized as students reflected on present day issues of race and racism. Here students, based
largely apparently on the third week of curricular intervention in which the students were
engaged in reading on the issues of race and racism, argued that this particular history still plays
a role today. In contrast, when talking about responsibility, apology and reparations students
seemed to largely be emphasizing that this happened “long ago” and that we need to “move on”.
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Racism, Danishness and Connections Between Past and Present
National identity: “It was surprising that Denmark played such a big role”. One of
the patterns that I identified through the process of analysis was the students’ surprise about
learning the big role as they termed it that Denmark had had in the slave trade. In asking students
about what the most surprising thing that they had learned in both week 2 and 3, nearly the entire
class mentioned that learning ‘how big a role Denmark played in the slave trade’ as one of the
most surprising things that they had learned.

Norm remarked during the group interview: “.. so I was really surprised that we had sort
of been just as much in on it as all the other countries, that we sort of had participated just
like everyone else.” (Norm, focus group).

Laura similarly reflected: “well, I had not heard about it at all before, so just to hear how
big of a role Denmark actually has played in it, that I actually think has surprised me, I
wasn’t even aware that we had such a big part in something like that actually” (Laura,
focus group).

Oswald argued: ”It surprises me how big of an influence the Danes actually had on the
slave trade in spite of the size of the country, if you e.g. look at countries like France Germany and Spain of course they had a bigger influence than the Danes but in spite of
their size it didn’t seem like they had an enormous influence compared to the Danes.”
(Oswald, week 2 writing).
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As can be seen from the above two first examples, the students are vague in how they refer to the
slave trading past, and not a single one of them in these three examples mention directly words
like slavery, colonialism or other words that directly address the violence of this particular
history. The repeated use of “sort of” by Norm also could sound dismissive or at least works to
diminish Danish responsibility. Several students in their reflection on the surprise at finding out
how big a role Denmark had played in the transatlantic slave trade, remarked on how - as it had
been stated in the textbook - that Denmark at the time of the slave trade was the seventh largest
slave trading nation in the world. Andreas wrote, “We were actually the 7th largest colonial
nation” (Andreas, week 3 writing, emphasis added) and in a separate instance noted,

We transported around 100,000 slaves during the slave time and that I actually did not
know, because Danes have maybe felt that it was a sore spot in their history and therefore
have not wanted to tell it.” (Andreas, week 2 writing, emphasis added)

The use of the ‘actually’ in both of these remarks (which both Laura and Oswald also invoke in
the above examples) emphasizes further the surprise in learning that Denmark was a slave
trading nation on par with other European nations. What is it that makes learning this so
surprising to the students? It appears that it happens against the backdrop of Danish and Nordic
Exceptionalism, because of which the students would never expect such a thing to be part of
their past. While not all students explicated it, their remarks about the surprise at finding out that
Denmark played such a big role also hinted at some sort for them new discovered ‘greatness’ in
Denmark’s past and thus in a sense invoked colonial nostalgia. Eskild for example argued in the
group interview:
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well, I have sort of used it to how… well to how I have seen Denmark and what role,
well, how much of a smaller, and smaller role Denmark actually has gotten throughout
time.. (…) in the beginning of the 1800s you lose Norway and, what’s it called, during
imperialism, you don’t, you are not in the same way part in the race for colonies, so.. in
that sense I also think like Jan that is interesting that… that you actually find out how big
of a role Denmark has played but.. and then this thing that Denmark actually afterward
has had less and less of a say..” (Eskild, focus group).

Eskild here clearly reflects on the surprise in learning about the Danish slave trading past as part
of discovering that the country had more influence globally at a previous point. This way of
reflecting on the slave trading and colonial past from the perspective of ‘influence’ uncritically
glosses over and neutralizes the violent ways in which this influence was practiced. Christopher
similarly remarked,

it’s actually kind of funny how that thing about how Denmark was.. was flying
(successful) during the Viking time, and flying there with the Danish West Indies, and
then we haven’t really been flying [since]” (Christopher, focus group).

The latter two statements resemble the kind of colonial nostalgia that both the textbook
addressed as a problematic discourse in one instance yet simultaneously reproduced in other
instances. This notion of the both implicit and explicit invocation of colonial nostalgia ties in
with how students’ understanding of Danishness was left largely unchallenged following the
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curriculum intervention. Upon engaging the students in reflections on what it means to be
Danish, based on the premise that history education is a core staple in constructing and
facilitating the development of national identity and the teaching of this particular history might
change and challenge students’ self-understandings of what it means to be Danish, not
surprisingly this particular curricular intervention did not. While the students also engaged in a
conversation about negative aspects of Danish society as they see it (competitive, people can be
cold and scared of taking risks/looking like a fool), the students largely reproduced much of the
Nordic/Danish exceptionalist arguments about what characterizes Danish culture and society and
argued that learning about this particular history did not necessarily challenge how they viewed
themselves. Laura, one of the quiet girls argued:

But sort of my understanding of myself and you know, kind of the rest of Denmark, that I
don’t think has changed, because I think you need to be really careful to not keep ‘driving
around in’ [Danish expression] history because it doesn’t have anything to do with us
who are sitting here anyone who have,.. who have, who have done the slave trade or I
don’t know how to put it, so in that sense I don’t think that it has changed anything..
More sort of that it’s been interesting to hear about our, our history and about how we
have been.. because I think it’s important to not get mad about something that has
happened in the past..” (Laura, focus group).

Evident from the above excerpt, Laura argues that learning about the history of the Danish slave
trade has not changed her views on Denmark or herself. She draws on the language of
“interesting” to describe the experience of the teaching-learning of the Danish history of slavery
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and colonialism, much like many of her fellow students, cementing the personal disconnect from
this particular history. Her argument that it is important to not get mad about something that has
happened in the past simultaneously communicates an understanding of a clear disconnect
between the past and the present, as well as the white logic of the supposed need to “move on”,
echoing what many of the students argued. As also discussed in the section about how students
related to the idea about Danish responsibility today, the students’ learning about the Danish
history of slave trade and slavery - even in spite of their declaring big surprise in how big a role
Denmark had played - did not seem to challenge their largely positive views of Denmark and
Danishness. Roald similarly suggested like Laura,

…um, I sort of also don’t think that [learning about the Danish slave trade] will affect
me, like, at all because it plays.. It plays such a little part of my everyday if it even plays
any role in my everyday, and it’s not something that I think about daily..” (Roald, focus
group).

As such, in engaging students in reflecting about what Danishness meant to them, they perhaps
not surprisingly described it much more in positive terms than negative ones by arguing that to
be Danish means to have access to quality education and the good welfare system in general, to
think independently, and one of the central ones was to have freedom of speech. Laura for
example argued,

… that’s sort of also what I connote with Danishness, well this thing that we have
democracy and freedom of speech, and then kind of our welfare state that always takes
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care of us and we are this kind of safe society, if you can put it like that” (Laura, focus
group).

Jens in reflecting on how they had discussed what it means to be Danish with the Taiwanese
exchange student that was visiting with the class at the time, argued:

yeah, well I have also talked with him about freedom of speech and how [Taiwan] has a
strained relationship with China and that kind of thing, and how they maybe still have
some kind of censorship in their newspaper and that kind of thing and to be Danish to me
has at least, it has a lot to do with being able to say what I want to say and do what I want
to do..” (Jens, focus group).

This emphasis on being able to say and do as you want as a core positive aspect of Danishness is
perplexing in the context of students saying and doing really problematic things when it came to
racial dynamics (as I will discuss below). The students further seemed to think freedom of
speech and the ability to think critically as connected and core aspects of what it means to be
Danish. Bodil for example argued:

..that thing of being able to think independently, you know, we don’t just sit here and
have a teacher who preaches to us and says, this is what you should believe, this is what
you should think, this is what you need to say and don’t question this..” (Bodil, focus
group).
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This kind of self-celebratory understanding of Danish education as one that produces critical
thinkers is ironic in the sheer lack of critical thinking that imbued much of this particular history
classroom. One student, Oswald even argued that under the guise of freedom of speech,
education should not and could not tell him to not be racist:

you know, Denmark is a free country, so if you want to be a racist then you can just go
ahead and be one.. [because] there is nobody.. you cannot be punished for it in that sense,
at least not by the government or the state, you know the legislative power.” (Oswald,
focus group)

I will return to the white students’ celebration of freedom of speech when I discuss the racial
dynamics in the classroom and the particularly troubling pattern of white, Danish racist ‘humor’.
While students largely described Danishness in positive terms, the one student in the class who
identified as biracial, Maja, several times argued that Danes are confused about who they are:

I feel that Danes are really confused about this in general, you know both this thing with..
what kinds of word can they use, but also, how they should tackle strangers, and then also
themselves, you know.. what is Danishness, what are Danish values, right.. I think that
Danes first and foremost need to find out who we are..”. (Maja, fieldnotes, 2015)

During the final writing reflection Maja as the only student in the entirely class wrote that Danes
seem to have a problem accepting other cultures and races. In the above quote Maja also moves
between being apart from being Danish (“confused about how they should tackle strangers”) to
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being part of a Danish “we” (“need to find out who we are”), possibly reflective of exactly the
continuous experience of wanting to be part of, but also being critical of what it means to be
Danish, as well as possibly experiencing being denied access to define herself as Danish. In
reflecting on the entire curriculum intervention, Maja again brought up that Danes are confused
about themselves and what Danishness means:

[the most surprising thing is] that Danes are confused about who they are and therefore
have a hard time accepting other races and cultures —> what is Danishness?” (week 3
writing)

Maja’s marginal positioning of interrogating Danishness stood out as a contrast to the more
positive characterizations of Danish society and culture articulated by other students. While she
hardly expressed these views during classroom discussions, she took the individual writing
activity as an opportunity to challenge Danishness. Below I will provide a further analysis of
how Maja’s positioning during the focus group interview revealed the challenging circumstances
for her as the only Black student to claim her stake in conversations about race and racism in a
classroom of white students.

Using this history to understand race and racism today. Upon engaging the students
in reflecting during the final week what they considered the meaning and importance of learning
about the Danish transatlantic slave trade, the students seemed to draw heavily on the focus of
the three lessons dedicated to perspectivizing, namely the focus on race and racism as
consequences of the colonial and slave trading past. The teacher had also expressed the

211

importance of exposing the students to ways of thinking about this past through lenses of the
present. While he typically would use the perspectivizing aspect of the curriculum to discuss
politics of apology and claims of reparations, he had added - based on our shared conversations
leading up to the curriculum intervention - a lens of also discussing race and racism as remnants
of the slave trading past by introducing students to a couple of contemporary articles dedicated to
this topic. The students - as discussed in the analysis of the curriculum - read several
contemporary perspectives of which the primary emphasis was on how the notion of biological
race and thus racism was a result of colonialism and slave trade, and how racism is still an issue
in present-day Denmark, albeit in changing forms. The students did seem to position themselves
in ways that indicated that they saw this connection as an important one to make and as such half
of the class remarked that learning about the Danish history of slave trade and slavery was
important for them in that it allowed them to understand present day issues of race and racism in
Denmark today. Eskild argued:

but, but, I also just think that.. well the importance in having had this [curriculum
intervention] because you.. it sort of helps you to understand the societal problems you
also have all the way up until today (…) in Denmark maybe it is more these um different,
um., but well yeah, to be able to understand the societal problems that we still have
today.” (Eskild, focus group).

Jens argued a similar point and made a more personal point in how he considered the connection
between past and present when it comes to issues of race and racism:
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I just also think that you in.. in society, and for all of us, it is a reminder, I believe, that
you shouldn’t be for example racist or have prejudices against all kinds of people because
you start to think about how it can maybe develop or how you could have those kinds of
thoughts that can lead to these pretty terrible things, even though it might seem innocent
in the beginning (…) at least I thought that you have to be careful that you don’t just, that
you don’t just get into some bad habits or something like that (…) that you can sort of be
reminded of how it is and how it has been..” (Jens, focus group).

Jens here, like Eskild above, makes a connection between the slave trading past and present day
issues of racism in Denmark as connected. This stands in contrast to how when students were
reflecting on and discussing questions about the Danish state and their own present-day
responsibilities with regards to this past would rather emphasize a disconnect between the past
and the present. Bodil similarly, reflecting on the meaning of the learning about the Danish
history of slave trade and slavery, argued the connection between past and present when it comes
to issues of race:

… it’s also important to know the conditions that exist in the world and that have existed
um, exactly because of this thing with the question about race and if you for example
don’t know that there is a sensitive topic in the history of colonialism, and exactly all
these questions that are hanging in the air, that nobody considers if you aren’t aware that
it could be a problem that you refer to something that will touch, touch something in
somebody, then you can’t really make it in a society that has this history (...) and then at
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the same time it is also a big part of avoiding that this happens again that you understand
why it happened. (Bodil, focus group)

As such, the students’ ability and desire to make and draw connections between the colonial and
slave trading past on one hand and the present, on the other hand, were remarkably stronger
when they were reflecting on issues of race and racism than they were in reflecting on whether
Denmark and the Danish state has a certain responsibility in making a public apology and
engaging with questions of reparations. There could be several reasons for this, one of them
being that the focus on the perspectivizing of the colonial and slave trading past had exactly been
to read contemporary view points on issues of race and racism in Denmark today. As such,
students’ emphasis could be seen as a reflection of the curriculum. However, it is worth noting
that students had also read perspectives that argued that Denmark does not have race issues
(”God kamp til alle der ved hvor andres sko trykker” by Steen Krarup Jensen, 2015). During the
perspectivizing part of the curriculum the students had also been exposed to more sources written
by people of color than they had during the part of the curriculum that dealt with the history prior
to 1917. In that sense, the students’ emphasis on the importance of making connections between
the past to the present when it comes to issues of race and racism, could also be an expression of
the students’ understanding and valuing of the importance of understanding and learning about
issues of race and racism specifically from a non-white perspective. Finally, it could also be that
students made the emphasis on the connection between past and present in reflecting on issues of
race and racism as a reflection of social desirability, that is, the desire to declare the importance
of learning about this as a testament to their own anti-racism. Conversation about race and
racism for white people often provoke defense responses like ‘I’m not racist’, which was also the
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case in this context, which echoes the self-oriented exploration of these issues as previously
alluded to. This includes treating issues of racism individualistically and as something that only
exists when people openly declare racist sentiments (Hervik, 2001; 2015). The very learning and
discussing of the Danish slave trade and its very real contributions to issues of the construction
of race and racism in and of itself for the white students became an indictment of them and an
implicit question about “are you racist?”. The teacher also on the very last day explicated the
question and posed it to the students by writing it on the board, furthering the individualization
of the issue rather than engaging it as a structural phenomenon as well, much beyond the
individual level.
However, the students’ emphasis on the importance of being better able to understand
present day issues of race and racism was complicated by the problematic ways in which
students would engage with race in the classroom throughout the entire curriculum intervention.
Below Laura, one of the quieter girls, stressed the importance of making connections between
the past and the present in reflecting on issues of racism in Denmark today, much like the above
examples I have given, however, at the same time without reflecting on it she uses the Danish nword:

well, I definitely also think that this whole thing about how we in Denmark actually have
been part of once and what that maybe has meant for the society that we are today with..
you know generally, where racism and things like that.. But also maybe to get people
thinking about that whole notion of racism, that thing that maybe it also has to do with
our past and what it is that we have done.. And then get some reflections going around
for example those.. those staple goods, that actually have.. that have [n-word] on them,
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and the [coffee brand] and those different kinds of things, um, and then also kind of.. I
really don’t think there are a lot, at least not in our generation, I don’t know, who sort of
think about that it comes from [our colonial past] and so to make more people aware of
it.” (Laura, focus group).

This contradiction of simultaneously emphasizing the importance of understanding racism in
Denmark today as connected to the country’s colonial and slave trading past while using a racist
term reflects the contradictions and clear limitations on the white students’ understanding of
racial issues and dynamics. In the following I will discuss in further detail the racial dynamics
and discussions that took place during the curriculum intervention.

Racial dynamics in the classroom: Clinging to “white innocence”. On the first day of
the curriculum intervention, the students were - as previously discussed - shown a 30-minute TV
debate about Danish consumption of staple goods with colonial, racist imagery. During the TV
debate the question about whether it is acceptable to use the Danish n-word was brought up in
the TV program and thus the teacher introduced this debate to the students. For race and racism
to be dealt with in a meaningful way in Denmark it has to be done so beyond the individualized
ways that it often is. As such, to begin to tackle issues of race and racism in Denmark requires
also engaging with the material ways that people are discriminated against and oppressed in
Denmark by being for example excluded from access to resources, access to jobs, etc., and thus
move beyond debates about the n-word. However, it is worth noting here that the n-word debates
in Denmark are tied into and emblematic of the racial status quo in Denmark of which material
conditions are part and parcel. With that being said I will present and discuss the racial dynamics
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in the classroom and specifically the students’ reflections around the n-word as it sheds light on
the previously identified curriculum values as stated by the teacher of developing “good
democrats” as well as the global citizenship goals of having the history classroom on the
teaching of the Danish colonial, slave trading past be a place for anti-racism and the promotion
of tolerance of difference. After the showing of the TV debate on the first day of the curriculum
intervention, Niels engaged the students in the n-word debate:

Niels then moved from [having the students work on the different opinions presented in
the TV debate] to the discussion about the n-word, referencing the recent debate this past
week in the media about the use of it. He posed it as a question to the class and asked
them what they think and what they use. He allowed the students to reflect for a few
seconds before reconvening. A few students spoke up and said that they did not
recommend the use of it. Then Niels asked directly the one student who has middle
eastern background what he thought – and what he would call somebody that had a
different skin color than himself. Eskild responded several things, but he immediately
moved the conversation onto the word ‘perker’ [which is a derogatory Danish term for
people of Arabic background]. His two white classmates sitting on each side (Jan to the
right) of him ‘jokingly’ asked him, “are you a perker?”, laughing loudly and one of them
hanging his arm of the shoulder and the other one rubbing Eskild’s hair, in a joking yet
patronizing/power-move kind of way.. Eskild continued to argue that of course it could
be annoying when people use the word, however, he argued that it’s up to each
individual.. Eskild: “if somebody calls me perker then there are some people who would
argue that it’s not okay, but I don’t think you can say that you cannot use it.. It depends
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on the context and it’s just very subjective..”. The final contribution to the discussion on
whether to use the n-word was first Jens who said that he didn’t think that his generation
used the word so that maybe it wasn’t such a big problem and then the final word by
Gorm, referring back to the candies with racist figures: “I don’t think about that they are
[n-word heads] - I just think it’s something from the past” (Fieldnotes, 2015)

The fact that students were asked the question about whether they thought it is acceptable or not
to use the Danish n-word seemed to be a part of the general constructivist pedagogical approach
of the teacher of not providing what he deemed to be value judgments to the students. Rather, he
wanted to allow them to develop their own positions and values. The (deeply problematic) irony
of course is that in adopting a strictly ‘anti-judgmental’ approach in the teaching of the slave
trading past, the teacher implicitly communicated the value that it is indeed okay to continue
questioning whether racism is a problem, even in spite of Black Danes by way of the
spokesperson for the African Empowerment Center, Josef W. Nielsen saying that there is a
problem with racism in Denmark (Deadline, 2015).
In the interaction described above, the teacher thus modeled for the students the racial
status quo in Denmark of always keeping racial issues at bay by interrogating them as open
questions, rather than taking them for granted and engaging with them to address them.
Furthermore, by directing a question about whether it is okay to use the n-word or not to the one
student with middle eastern background in a class of otherwise mostly white, ethnically Danish
students, the teacher positioned one of the few students of non-ethnically Danish background as
the racialized Other to serve as the primary judge of racial knowledge. In positioning Eskild as
the judge of whether a clearly racist term is racist, Niels practiced the kind of aggressive, not to
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be intimidated white ignorance as Wekker has termed it. Additionally, the exchange that
followed between Eskild and the two students asking him “are you a perker?” mimicked the
space that the teacher had just created of exploring whether racist terms indeed are racist, instead
of tackling and engaging seriously with it. The exchange is indicative of the racial status quo in
Denmark where white people frequently make racist jokes and in the face of being challenged on
their racism argue that their racist jokes are a testament to their anti-racism. This way the two
students - who were not called out in the classroom by neither the teacher or the student who
they called “perker” - got away with saying what they did under the guise of ‘just joking’.
The contradictions between the stated values of making the history classroom a space of
empathetic embodiment and developing anti-racist subjects is revealed in the very interactions
between the students as well as their use of language that did not even mimic official multicultural anti-racism in the classroom, but out right allowed a space for white students to mock
issues of racism and discrimination. Even in spite of several students initially expressing that of
course the use of the Danish n-word is not acceptable (as it had been argued in the TV debate),
many students throughout the entire curriculum intervention about the history of the Danish
slavery and slave trade would use the n-word to describe Black people. Sometimes it appeared to
be done as a provocation, as in the above incident where Gorm said “n-word heads”, and other
times it seemed like the use of the word had become ‘normalized’ for students. When I asked the
teacher after the first day of classes what he thought about it, he did agree that it was wrong, but
at the same time excused the students.

After the class left, Niels and I sat down and discussed how the class had gone. He
brought up how Eskild, the student who is of middle eastern descent, had brought up the
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question of being called perker and if that is considered okay or not. Niels: “they will say
things like perker.. (…) and you know they don’t mean anything by it.. on the one hand,
right.. but that way get to say it.. and that has always both-.. I know they don’t mean it in
that way.. but still then there is still.. then they get to say it, because you otherwise
cannot.. and maybe it’s just a joke but there is still something in it”. (Fieldnotes and
recorded interview with Niels, 2015)

Even though Niels, as can be seen from the above excerpt, shared that he thought the use of
derogatory racist language is not okay, he never called the students out on it for the remainder of
the curriculum intervention, but instead overheard or rephrased their statements excluding the nword when the students used it. The textbook authors, as also previously discussed, similarly
used the n-word and as such modeled the use of it, and because the teacher never challenged the
students on it, it became ‘normalized’. During the final week I asked the students why they had
used the word when they had agreed that it was not okay to use it. A pattern emerged of either
arguing that they did not know it was wrong, that it is hard to know what language is correct and
that the use of racist language depends on the intention. The students claimed that they did not
know that it was inappropriate and thus attempted to claim white innocence through a claim of
ignorance (Wekker, 2016). Christina’s positioning, as quoted below here, is an example of this:

… well I just thought that n-word was a symbol for Black (…) so I have never attributed
any negative meaning to it” (Christina, focus group).
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In a separate instance during the same conversation Christina further tried to her assert her white
innocence:

Christina: well, when it comes to the use of the [n-word]… then there was.. the meaning
it has to you.. if I say [n-word] then I’m not thinking at all about oppression or anything,
but that’s also because of the religion and history I have been raised with, where I don’t
have a relationship to racism.. you know, I’m in no way a racist because I’ve just never
been one and that’s how my childhood was.. you know, that’s sort of how I’m raised, that
you shouldn’t be racist and you shouldn’t treat other people differently just because they
look different.. but if.. well.. that’s how it all depends to a large extent of what history
you have.. what background you have when it comes to what you attribute to that word..
(Christina, focus group)

Christina here in addition to mentioning her own upbringing, ironically invokes her history as a
Dane and her Christian religion to bolster her anti-racist self-narrative in defending her use of the
n-word as not being racist. She also invokes the argument that racism is only racist if it is
accompanied with a particular type of explicit racist intention, which many students argued.
Eskild, the student who on the first day had been called ‘perker’ similarly argued that it all
depends on what meaning you attribute to the term:

well, I think it depends on who you are.. because some-, some-, somebody (stutters)
would be able to handle to have the word used… against them, and others would see it..
would see it as fun..” (Eskild, focus group).
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In this remark Eskild actually offers two non-contradictory responses to the use of the n-word as
possible responses even though he uses the clause “either/or”: either you are able to handle it or
you think it’s funny. Eskild’s conformity of arguing that using the n-word is not inherently bad
could also be seen as a resistance to being victimized as well as being the person to challenge the
racist status quo. Gorm and Jan, two white ethnically Danish boys argued, like Eskild, that the
meaning of the n-word depends on the intention, but simultaneously acknowledged that they
know the word is hurtful:

Gorm: yeah, but I also just think again that it depends on how you chose to use it,
because again if you don’t know and you just think, okay [n-word] is a word for Black
people, then I can call those who have dark skin, I can call them [n-word] because it is
just a word.. (…) on the other hand if you have information and you know that they used
the word [n-word] for slaves to say that it is them who are beneath us, so if you use [the
n-word] to.. to point out that you are above darks if you are then it’s about//
Jan: //but generally speaking I don’t think you should use the word, because if people//
Gorm: //yeah, like how people affect, you know, react//
Jan: //but of course there are exceptions for old people who don’t know better than that..
But if you do know then you shouldn’t use the word, unless as Eskild says, you know
your audience, but otherwise it is a derogatory term.. And a very old fashioned way of
describing another person, which is kind of far out..” (Jan and Gorm, focus group)
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This claim that racist language is only racist if it is used with the intention to hurt others draws
on the white majority logic in Denmark of giving epistemological primacy to white people even
when it comes to defining and determining what is racist (Hervik, 2001). At the same time, the
students communicated that they did know that this language is derogatory as Jan so clearly
communicates in the excerpt above. Even so, he and several of the students in class used it either
during class sessions or in their written reflections. In addition to acknowledging that the word
should not be used, Jan still managed to introduce the notion of white innocence/ignorance for
the older generation. Wekker’s (2016) describes “smug ignorance” as the aggressive rejection in
the Netherlands by white Dutch people in response to being called out on their racist tradition of
Black face around Christmas with Zwarte Piet (Black Pete). The ways in which the Danish
white students argued that it was impossible to know which words to use in reference to Black
people and thereby justified their use of the derogatory n-word in many ways resembles this kind
of smug ignorance that Wekker describes: on the one hand the Danish students acknowledged on
the first day of classes the inappropriateness of the use of the n-word, however continued to use
it throughout the curriculum intervention and even defended the use of it when confronted with
it. Below is Nisse and Laura’s reflections on similar remarks made by another student, Ingrid,
previously in the group interview:

Nisse: I can also say that that I feel exactly like Ingrid, I also think that it’s difficult to
figure.. To sort of figure out which words you should use, because I think there are so
many things, but I also just think.. You know, [n-word], immigrant, darks, Blacks, there
are all sorts of things.. I don’t know, I just think that all can be interpreted as offensive if
you are Black or dark or.. I just kind of have a hard time, I don’t know what is the least
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offensive or the most neutral word for the.. because I just think that [n-word], that in a
way is also just kind of crude, but immigrant I also don’t think.. yeah, I don’t know..
Laura: yeah, well I agree with Nisse, well also everyone else who has said it that it’s just..
because what if you really don’t want to offend anyone or say anything provoking, but
then you all of a sudden appear racist without being it.. I just also think that with regards
to that thing about the jokes that.. well I think a lot of jokes just get said without at all
being racist and then you can quickly appear racist without.. and completely without
wanting to be it..” (Nisse and Laura, focus group)

This claim to not knowing what to say or use are clear examples of students’ defensive attempt at
claiming white innocence. Nisse here again also – by suggesting the term “immigrant” to be
interchangeable with Black – implies that Danishness is equal to whiteness. In the following
Karen similarly describes how hard it is for her to know what to call Black people. What is
particularly troubling and contradictory with Karen was that within the same focus group
interview she used the n-word in a ‘normalized’ way to describe Black people after she had just
shared a story about how shocked she was when her Black girlfriend was called the n-word by
some older people in the retirement home where she worked:

um... I just also think like Laura said, that it’s something that you don’t think about.. but I
also think that I have a hard time figuring out what.. what you should call them.., well
you know Black people.. Because I don’t know, I.. every time I have to make a sentence
with a.. then I sit and think about, what kind of word should I actually use because in a
way, there is somebody in the world who feels that this or that thing is offen-.. is off-,
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offensive, so I think that it’s really hard to figure out what.. what kinds of word you
actually should use when you speak about them..” (Karen, focus group)

This kind of militant, aggressive not-knowing, to put it in Mills’ terms, appears exactly as Mills
describes it, not as a curiosity of inquiry, but rather as a defense or a right to not know. The irony
with Karen is that in the same statement in which she claims her ignorance and innocence, she
reveals that she does indeed know the appropriate term, “Black people”. Another pattern in the
claim by the white students that racism is all determined by intention regarded how students
reflected on the use of racist ‘humor’. Students would therefore argue that it is okay to make
racist jokes if nobody is hurt by it. Andreas, one of the quieter boys argued,

Yes, um, but also that thing about the quiet racism, um, I just also think that it’s like, if
you are joking around with it with your friends and that kind of thing, then it’s sort of
because you’re not really thinking about what kinds of consequences it has, because
you’re not, you’re not, what should I say, the target [of the joking] if you know what I
mean, you’re not Black yourself, so I don’t think about what it could mean, you know I
don’t.. I’m just thinking that if I was Black, then I wouldn’t care, but we don’t have the
same background in that sense..” (Andreas, focus group)

Andreas here considers how he doesn’t usually reflect on the consequences of making racist
jokes with his friends and even though he briefly tries to empathize with the Black experience of
being subjected to racist jokes, he quickly reverts and argues that if he was Black he probably
would not care. It is worth noticing that in reflecting on engaging in racist jokes he uses the
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impersonal, third-person generalization of “you”, rather than speaking from his own Iperspective (“if you are joking around with your friends”), possibly in a move to distance himself
from doing such a thing. However, as soon as a he moves into speaking from an I-perspective, he
becomes defensive (in tone and emphasis on “I”) and claims ignorance as his way to innocence
(“so I don’t’ think about what it could mean”). It is also from an I-perspective that he
conveniently imagines himself as a Black person who would not care about racist jokes, before
briefly acknowledging that he might not be able to imagine what this would feel like (“but we
don’t have the same background in that sense”). Andreas’ positioning here was indicative of the
generally dismissive ways that many students also positioned themselves with in reflecting on
issues of race and racism as a part of the colonial aftermath.
The fact that the majority of the white students in this class engaged with the topics of
racism with defensiveness and/or a blasé attitude is emblematic of the racial status quo of
Denmark. This also stood in contrast, as previously mentioned to the other pattern of students
simultaneously arguing the importance of learning about the slave trading and colonial Danish
past as one way to learn more about issues of race and racism in the present. Maja, the one
student in the classroom who identified as biracial challenged her fellow students’ racist
positionings during the focus group conversation. Gorm, Jan and Christina had been debating
between each other whether it was racist to be scared of a group of immigrant boys (a fictional
scenario brought up by Gorm). Maja responded to their conversation about this fictional scenario
by challenging the inherent racism in their conversation as can be seen below:

Maja: well, I want to say that in a way I’m in a really good situation because you know
I’m half African and half Danish.. and I’ve grown up in Denmark so I don’t have any
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prejudice about Africans and I don’t have any prejudice about Danes… I just sort of feel..
that I know how Africans behave and I know how Danes behave and then I know that the
prejudice that I might have.. if there is a group of bad boys who are Danish or if there are
some ghetto boys from Africa in a group, then I just know that they don’t intend any
harm, and that those prejudices that I might have in that moment, they just disappear
because I know that they are decent people and I know that both parties are decent people
so I’m just sort of//
(Gorm, Jan and Eskild start interrupting her, talking all at the same time, upset at her
indictment of them)
Eskild: but how would you know from looking at them, you cannot know if they are//
Maja: //I don’t get scared by an African standing in a corner, looking tough, like you are
describing//
(the boys start talking at the same time again, defending themselves)
Eskild: but I also don’t get scared.. but you can’t see on people what kind of intentions
they have..
Maja: no, but some people//
Eskild://whether you are half African and half Danish
Gorm: but it’s just that whole thing that you’re saying that they are not dangerous,
because then you hear on the news that there is this boy in [one of the bigger cities in
Denmark] who has been beat up by somebody with an ethnic background.. just because
they want to take his wallet.. and then you think okay, it might be that I shouldn’t walk
around them because they might not.. but what if they are one out of five groups or one
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out of 100 groups who attack people.. then that’s also why you don’t want to take any
chances
Christina: yeah, I’m also thinking that it’s more precautionary (…)
Maja: well.. now we are sort of going into precautions when it comes to safety, but I’m
just thinking about this thing that one is lucky to have less prejudices compared to what a
whole Danish person might have had and what a whole African person would have had,
so I just think that all those prejudices that you have had//
Interviewer: //so in a way you have a leg in each camp?
Maja: yeah, well in a way because I could have had many more prejudices about Danes
and Africans if I for example had been completely one or the other
Christina: well, I don’t think//
Gorm: I also don’t have any prejudices
(…)
Albert: I don’t think anybody here has any kind of prejudices about Chinese or Africans..
Maja: it sounded like that from your discussion
(the rest of the students start defending themselves again!) (Focus group)

This is one of the few instances where Maja challenged her fellow classmates’ racist positionings
explicitly, and even as she tried to do this by referring to her own epistemological advantage of
knowing what it means to be of African descent in Denmark, the students’ reacted strongly to her
challenge to them, as can be seen from the above excerpt. The irony of Eskild’s arguments
against Maja’s claims that she does not immediately assume that a group of “immigrants” will be
violent (Eskild: “but how would you know from looking at them, you cannot know if they are”)
escape all of the students. Maja is exactly arguing that she cannot tell and she does not assume
228

any bad intentions, in contradiction to the rest of the students, including Eskild, who assumes
they will be violent, reflecting a typical racist discourse about immigrants in Denmark. The
students’ defensive and strong reaction to Maja’s marginal positioning of openly challenging the
rampantly racist positionings embodied repeatedly throughout the curriculum of the Danish slave
trading past is emblematic of the white status quo of the classroom. The analysis of racial
dynamics in the classroom of the teaching of the Danish slave trading past highlights the
contradictions of the pervasive racial status quo in Denmark even in the context of the teachinglearning of the Danish slave trading past, a topic that should be ripe for a more critical
interrogation of race relations in Denmark today.

Chapter Summary and Discussion
The preceding analysis started out with a presentation of the finding that the majority of
the Danish high school students in the Danish history classroom on the Danish slave trading past
shared on the first day of the curriculum intervention that they either had no or little knowledge
about this particular past. That finding echoes the institutional absence of valuing the teaching
the Danish slave trading and colonial past and is a testament to the general production of
ignorance about the country’s slave trading and colonial past. Along with much literature that
investigates ways in which former colonial powers retell their historical narratives, the analysis
presented in this chapter shows that in being exposed to the Danish slave trading and colonial
history from a Eurocentric perspective, many students positioned themselves by drawing
uncritically on this perspective. Simultaneously, the students were exposed to what I have termed
the deeply problematic “equal responsibility” argument in the curriculum. One of the major take
away points that students repeatedly emphasized was exactly this (false) notion about African
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participation as central and important in the teaching of the Danish slave trading past. This
discourse was emphasized in what seemed to be an effort to downplay or reduce Danish/white
responsibility and guilt and thus allowed students to position themselves with some distance to
the Danish slave trading past. A few students challenged this particular focus, but the
overwhelming majority of the students did not.
As Sullivan and Tuana (2007) argue, ignorance is often, mistakenly, treated as merely a
gap in knowledge or as, “an accidental by-product of the limited time and resources that human
beings have to investigate and understand their world.” (p. 1). Quite to the contrary, as they
suggest, ignorance and the production of ignorance is a complex phenomenon that comes about
through various processes, which need to be explored in order to uncover the ways in which
power and unknowledges are intertwined and get produced. Alcoff (2007) proposes that we can
think of three different types of epistemologies of ignorance: ignorance as a consequence of our
“situatedness as knowers” (whether we have access to or are allowed to even engage with a
particular kind of learning/knowledge), ignorance that follows as a result of certain aspects of
our social identities and finally, in drawing on the work by Mills (1997), ignorance as a
something that is produced by oppressive systems (p. 40). In the present study, the students’
initial general ignorance of the Danish slave trading past could be explained as the type of
ignorance that comes about as a result of their situatedness as knowers, that is, being in
educational spaces that do not afford learning about the slave trading past. However, the
patterned ways in which students, as I have showed in this chapter also positioned themselves in
terms of claiming ignorance (and thereby seeking to claim “white innocence”, Wekker (2016) in
terms of understanding racist dynamics is emblematic of a different kind of ignorance, namely
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the kind that Mills calls the “ignorant militant, aggressive, not to be intimidated, ignorance”
(2007, p.13 in Wekker, 2016, p.18).
Alcoff (2007), echoing Mills, describes this as the ignorance that should “not primarily
[be] understood as lack – a lack of motivation or experience as the result of social location – but
as a substantive epistemic practice that differentiates the dominant group.” (p.47). Of course, the
former is tied into the latter, in the sense that students’ ‘lack’ of knowledge as a result of never
having been taught the history previously inevitably is tied into the structural production of
ignorance at the national curriculum development level. Another example of the epistemic
practice of ignorance was the case of students’ claim that the slave trading and colonial history
took place several hundred years ago, when in fact at the time of the curriculum intervention, it
was less one hundred years since the now USVI had been the former Danish West Indies. This
claim that it happened ‘so long ago’ signifies some kind of mythical thinking and appeared as
another not-knowing discursive strategy deployed to claim innocence.
While students did not engage a lot with the question about reparations, when they
touched upon it they were largely upset about the idea about reparations and emphasized things
like “it is important to not throw mud” or to “not point fingers”. When students did engage with
the notion of Danish responsibility they drew on a planter logic (which is also what they were
introduced to during the curricular intervention) and often introduced apologetic remarks (”it was
a necessity”, “that was the mindset at the time”, “we weren’t as bad as other nations”). Although
students read descriptions of the conditions of enslaved people in the former Danish West Indies
as well as participated in an activity of embodied experience of enslaved people on a ship, this
was their only engagement with the “Black” perspective, aside from the “equal responsibility”
argument. As such they were primarily exposed to Black suffering, not Black struggle and
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resistance. Several students did note this and reflected on the meaning of focusing so much
exclusively on Black suffering.
One of the questions that initially drove my interest in particularly the teaching of the
Danish slave trading past was whether learning about this particular and neglected aspect of
Danish history might get incorporated into the ways in which students reflected on what it means
to be Danish. Students described being Danish in largely positive terms by drawing on a Nordic
Exceptionalist narrative by citing the welfare state, high quality of education, etc. In particular
students emphasized two central aspects of Danishness: the welfare state and privileges they
enjoy and secondly freedom of speech. Students reflected on Danish humor and thus addressed
one of the patterns that emerged during the curriculum intervention: white laughter and the use
of racist humor under the guise of being not racist.
The use of racist language in the classroom was particularly disturbing and upon
reflecting on this during towards the end of the curriculum intervention, many students claimed
white innocence, which reflected a type of willful ignorance (Wekker, 2016). One of the few
students of color in classroom challenged both the positive constructions of Danishness as well
as the prejudice of the white students.
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Chapter 5: Counter Curriculum

Counter Curriculum: Learning About the Danish Slave Trade in the U.S. Virgin Islands
In the previous chapters I have been discussing the findings based on the analysis of the
data that was collected in the exploration of how the history curriculum intervention in a Danish
high school as a particular figured world allowed students’ positioning in relation to the Danish
history of colonialism and slavery. As previously mentioned, I followed the same history teacher
and two of his students (from the same class that I followed at Little Creek High School) in their
visit to the U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI) as part of their collaboration in the UNESCO project
called “Breaking the Silence - the Transatlantic Slave Trade”. The trip took place approximately
a year after the data collection in Denmark and lasted two weeks. During the visit I interviewed
both the Danish teacher, Niels, as well as his two students, Christina and Christopher
(pseudonyms) numerous times, wrote fieldnotes based on approximately 108 hours of participant
observations, took photos, and collected curricular artifacts as well as interviewed teachers and
other key stakeholders in the UNESCO collaboration in the USVI.
In the following I present (1) a summary and analysis of the curriculum and (2), an analysis of
Christina and Christopher’s individual stories of positionings (history-in-person) as they
unfolded in the USVI as they positioned themselves in the figured world of engaging with
Danish colonial and slave trading history. As previously mentioned, I have conceptualized the
curriculum that the students were exposed to in the USVI as a counter curriculum (cf. Baszile,
2009; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) in that the curriculum was developed by USVI. teachers and
collaborators from the USVI branch of the UNESCO collaboration. A counter-curriculum is one
that challenges the “majoritarian story” (Baszile, 2009, p. 10) and thus, in the context of the
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teaching of the history of the Danish transatlantic slave trade is one that challenges white
supremacy and white washing of the transatlantic history of slavery. This second site, as part of
my multi-site case study design allowed me to critically explore how learning about the Danish
slave trade was challenged and further complicated as the Danish students positioned themselves
and engaged with the history in the USVI. It is important to note that while the Danish-USVI
collaboration as part of the UNESCO project Breaking the Silence was established in 1998, visits
of Danish students and teachers to the USVI was a relatively recent phenomenon (the first visit
of a Danish delegation of teachers and students took place in 2014 as part of the collaboration),
and at the time of Niels and his two students’ visit in 2016, no students from the USVI had
visited Denmark, largely cited as being due to funding issues. This inequality between the two
sites was one of several of the tensions that existed in the collaboration and highlighted the vast
economic differences in terms of educational resources between the two sites, not unrelated to
the colonial history the two countries share.

Embodied Curriculum and Education as Performance
The curriculum that the Danish students engaged with in the USVI site consisted almost
exclusively of visits to historical sites, museums and schools (to see a full overview of all the
curricular activities in the USVI curriculum, see appendix 8). Aside from one assigned reading,
the students were not required to read anything during their two-week stay in the USVI.
Therefore, the curriculum consisted of their engagements with visits to historical places in the
USVI, lectures and conversations with other students and teachers from Denmark and from the
USVI. As a result, I draw heavily on my fieldnotes in describing the curriculum that the Danish
students were engaged with in the USVI. Curriculum studies of visits to historical sites suggest
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that visits to sites of historical relevance as well as museums includes a type of performance of
‘heritage’ (Smith, 2015; Savenjie, van Boxtel & Grever, 2014). Laurajane Smith (2015) suggests
that heritage should be defined in the following way:
Heritage, or heritage‐making, is an embodied set of practices or performances in which
cultural meaning is continually negotiated and remade, and is, moreover, a process in
which people invest emotionally in certain understandings of the past and what they
mean for contemporary identity and sense of place. (Smith, 2015, p. 459-460)

Smith further argues,
Heritage is thus a subjective political negotiation of identity, place, and memory, and it is
something that is done rather than something we simply have or curate and protect. It is,
as David Harvey (2001, 327) argues, a “verb.” There is no one defining action but rather
a range of activities that include remembering, commemoration, communicating, and
passing on knowledge and memories, as well as asserting and emotionally engaging with
expressions of identity and the social and cultural values and meanings that underpin
these expressions. It is a process that can have conservative or socially progressive
outcomes but, above all, it is an experience or moment of active cultural engagement that
has a range of consequences. (2015, p. 460)

It is by drawing on these insights about the performative nature of visits to historical sites,
including the possibility for doing this with a multitude of meanings, and with the possibility for
progressive or conservative outcomes, as Smith here suggests, that I conduct the analysis of the
figured world of the counter-curriculum in the USVI and the positionings it afforded the two
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visiting Danish students. In previous sections, the context of the visit of the Danish teacher and
students to the USVI as being part of the UNESCO collaboration has already been addressed.
However, to recap, the participation of the Danish teacher and Little Creek High School in the
UNESCO collaboration already frames the larger figured world of the visit to the USVI under
the principles of the UNESCO project. As previously accounted for, the UNESCO collaborations
key goals at the time of the visit of Niels and his students to the USVI were that of promoting
global citizenship, including aims of promoting social justice and developing the ‘anti-racist’
citizen. In this vein, the present analysis seeks to assess to what extent the larger figured world of
the UNESCO collaboration facilitated the students’ positionings. To reiterate, the two questions
that guided the inquiry in the counter curriculum were the following:
1. How does the curriculum designed by the USVI teachers for the Danish teachers
and students differ from the one designed and implemented in the Danish high
school by the Danish history teacher and thus offer a possibly different kind of
figured world (i.e. what kind of normative ways are being modeled for how to
relate to and engage with this history, including what kinds of stories, sources,
historical figures are being emphasized)?
2. What role does this possibly different figured world play for how the two visiting
Danish students position themselves towards this particular history?

Rebellion and Resilience: “Welcome to the Island of Fireburn”
Not surprisingly, the curriculum as planned by the USVI UNESCO collaborators differed
from the one that the students were exposed to in Denmark. It differed not only by being largely
an embodied curriculum, but also in its perspective, including which historical figures were for
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fronted and as such which values and positionings with regards to this particular history that the
students were afforded. In contrast to the curriculum implemented in Denmark, the Danish
students were introduced to a historical perspective that also told the history of African and
Black agency in challenging the Danish colonial and slave trading occupation, and as such
Africans and descendants of Africans as makers of history. During the visit to the USVI, the
students for the first time heard about the Three Queens, three women (Mary Thomas, Axeline
Elizabeth Salomon (called Agnes), and Mathilda McBean) who are celebrated in the USVI for
having organized a mass uprising in 1878 in response to the slavery-like working conditions that
continued after the official abolition of slavery in the former Danish West Indies in 18485. The
uprising resulted in vast swaths of St. Croix (including houses, sugar mills and sugar fields)
being burnt to the ground as the uprising targeted the wealth of the planters. The Three Queens
were captured by Danish military and were sent to Copenhagen where they served sentences
before returning to the former Danish West Indies. As a result of this uprising, St. Croix is today
also referred to as ‘The Island of Fireburn’. The main highway that cuts across St. Croix is

5

Weis Damkjær and Scherfig (2016) argue that the uprising by the Three Queens has been

written out of the labor history of Denmark. They write, ”In a time where Danish identity is up
for debate and canons about our national heritage is being made, it is important to remember that
Denmark had a bigger population [at one point], which included descendants of enslaved
Africans. Their history is not being represented. Even the labor movement has repressed the
colonial history in spite of the fact that the biggest labor insurrection [the Fireburn] took place
today 138 years ago today in St. Croix [Oct. 1, 2016]”.
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named after one of the queens (Queen Mary Highway) signaling the importance of this central
historical figure in the USVI. On the first day when the Danish students were brought together
for activities with high school students from the USVI, the commissioner for culture and
education made a welcoming speech where she alluded to the historical legacy of the Three
Queens:

After this came [the deputy superintendent for education and culture’] and briefly
introduced herself, saying at first “Welcome to the big Island of Fireburn”. Then the
[assistant commissioner] came up and spoke. She welcomed us, and said “please immerse
yourself in our culture and you know, we are wrapped in yours as well”. (fieldnotes,
2016)

This difference in language and difference in focus on certain historical figures contributed to the
counter curriculum’s ability to challenge and confront the white supremacist/Dane-centric
curriculum the students in Denmark had been exposed to. Where the Danish students in the
Danish intervention vis-à-vis both the secondary sources and the primary historical sources had
been largely exposed to the white planter language, including names for geographical sites (e.g.
the use of the terms Gold Coast or the Slave Cost in reference to Ghana), the USVI curriculum as
can be seen from the above excerpt introduced students to terms from a Black, African
perspective. The students during their visit to the USVI also for the first time learned about one
of the first insurrections by the enslaved people of Akwamu (present day Ghana) in all of the
Americas during the slave trading period. In 1733 in the former Danish West Indies
approximately 150 enslaved people from Akwamu took control of almost the entire island of St.
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John. The insurrection lasted several months and is considered not only one of the first
insurrections by enslaved people in all of the Americas, but also one of the longest lasting ones:

We [the group of USVI students who would later travel to Denmark and the Danish
students] stood in a circle, in Freedom Garden in St. John and John [one of the USVI
TST leaders, pseudonym] said that St. John was important because of the 1733 slave
rebellion and that it told a story about “rebellion and resilience”. Following this we
walked to the Park Services Information Center where the students and teachers read
plaques about the uprising on St. John. (fieldnotes, 2016)

In contrast to the Danish curriculum intervention that had barely introduced students to the ways
in which Africans and their descendants had shaped the course of history in the former Danish
West Indies, the visits to various historical sites guided by the USVI UNESCO collaborators
introduced students to this historical perspective. In continuation of this, the USVI UNESCO
collaborators had planned a hike for the Danish group of students and teachers on the ‘Maroon
Ridge Hike’. On the Northwest end of St. Croix there is a hiking path that trails through a
mountainous and forested area, and eventually leads hikers to a rocky, stone-filled beach, which
is located on the north-western point of the island. This path was used by escaped enslaved
Africans, also referred to as maroons, and their descendants in their escape from the former
Danish West Indies. The history of maroons is the story of resistance to the Danish occupation
and slavery and there are many sources to document this history. However, in spite of the
students having never engaged with this history before, they were rather disengaged during the
entire hike.
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After 20 minutes of hiking up the dirt path through vines and surrounded by tall trees and
bushes, we got to a view point, where we could see the water. John [local USVI
UNESCO collaborator, pseudonym] pointed out how we could see St. Thomas, St. John,
Tortola (…) On the way back we stopped at the same place and Dorthe [Danish high
school history teacher, pseudonym] asked if people lived in Tortola and John replied,
surprised, “yeah” and explained that it’s the British Virgin Islands and that its comparable
to St. Thomas. As John was pointing to the island he showed us that Puerto Rico was off
in the distance to the left and that this was where the enslaved people from St. Croix
would try to set out on small boats to get away. Christina was taking pictures, and
Christopher and Thomas [another high school student from southern Denmark,
pseudonym] were standing further up the hiking path, away from John, the Danish
teachers and me. They were fluting on the grass and were visibly not listening to John. I
thought it was disrespectful but the Danish teachers didn’t say anything. We kept hiking
and made a few more stops, where again it was only Dorthe and I speaking with John.
The students did not ask a single question on the entire trip to John. (fieldnotes, 2016)

The students’ lack of engagement and the teachers’ lack of engaging them was striking
throughout the Maroon Ridge hike. The lack of engagement by the students could be interpreted
from various perspectives, however it was a consistent pattern in terms of how the Danish
students positioned themselves during the visits to historical sites. In particular Christopher
adopted a very blasé attitude during visits (as can be seen in the above excerpt) to the point that
one of the USVI high school teachers commented on it. During an interview following the
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Maroon Ridge Hike, Christopher said the following in response to questions about his reactions
to the hike:

C: I wasn’t so good at staying close to John (pseudonym) when he was speaking.. I think,
because I.. either I was walking in the front or in the back, so I didn’t get so much out of
what he said, unfortunately.
N: okay, why do you think that was?
C: it’s just, I don’t know.. I was walking in a different tempo or.. I just wasn’t attentive
when he was speaking.

On the way back to the hotel from the Maroon Ridge hike, John drove us by a historical site that
commemorates labor leader and organizer, Andreas D. Hamilton, again providing an opportunity
for the Danish students to appreciate the ways in which the Black population of USVI had
contributed to shaping not only life in the former Danish West Indies, but in mainland Denmark
as well.

Back at the parking lot we got loaded into John’s pickup truck and started driving back.
On the ride back John made a stop in front of a small plaza with a gazebo and asked the
students, “Do you all know who Andreas D. Hamilton was?”. They all said no. I couldn’t
hear if Dorthe [history high school teacher, pseudonym] answered. It got discussed that
he was a labor leader who was famous for starting the first union in the USVI and that he
came to Denmark to talk about labor organizing. John told us that this plaza was where
he had made his first gathering. (fieldnotes, 2016)
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As can be seen from the above excerpts, the UNESCO-collaborating teachers provided the
Danish students with many opportunities – in contrast to the Danish curriculum – to engage with
the history of slave trade and slavery in the former Danish West Indies as well as the years that
followed until the sale of the islands in 1917 from the perspective of the enslaved population. It
also gave them an opportunity, in contrast to the starkly one-sided Danish curriculum, to
appreciate and understand Black and African agency in shaping the history and as such an
opportunity to engage with concepts such as resistance and rebellion. During a historical walking
tour of Christiansted led by an American historian who had published extensively on the history
of the USVI, the students were also introduced to how the growing free Black population had
contributed to creating and shaping a vibrant community, particularly on the east end of St. Croix
during the 1800s. This history is less chronicled and students had not been exposed to it in the
Danish curriculum. He shared with the students how the Black elite had organized themselves in
churches and how they through writing and running a newspaper and other ways of organizing
themselves had been able to shape the local society. This again contributed to a broadening of
the many perspectives absent from the Danish-implemented curriculum. The emphasis on the
Black historical agency in the colonial and slave trading past was also evident around the island
in the form of statues and names of roads celebrating Black historical leaders. This included a
statue of historical figure General Buddhoe sitting in Freedom Square in Frederiksted,
commemorating Buddhoe for organizing the uprising in 1848 that lead to the official abolition of
slavery.
While the two curricula are hardly comparable in format in that the Danish-implemented
curriculum was predominantly based on readings and the USVI-implemented curriculum
predominantly consisted of visits to historical sites and museums, the focus and emphasis on
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African and Black agency stood in strong contrast to the utter absence of this focus in the
Danish-implemented curriculum. In this vein, the USVI curriculum countered and challenged the
one-sided version of history that the students had been previously afforded.

Visits to Former Plantations and Forts
A big part of the curriculum in the USVI consisted in visiting both former sugar
plantations and forts. The first visit to sugar plantations took place during the first day of
curricular activities during the visit to the USVI. The UNESCO-collaborating teachers drove the
Danish students and teachers through Frederiksted, by Fort Frederik and following that towards
various sugar plantations on the west end of the islands.

… We drove by Fort Frederik, the red fort in Frederiksted, which we had walked by the
day prior. [One of the USVI teachers] was giving some historical information about the
building over the microphone to the bus, and the Danish students were listening sitting in
the back. Niels and Monica [USVI-collaborating teacher, pseudonym] were sitting in
front of me and as we were driving by the fort she asked Niels directly, “What does it
make you think when you hear that the fort was built by Frederik the 5th [king of
Denmark]?”. The question clearly implied that he should have an emotional reaction to
seeing this, but Niels was hesitant to answer, just mumbling something indiscernible.
Since he didn’t reply right away Monica then asked him further (in what appeared to be a
softer tone), “does it remind you of anything from back home” and he replied “Kastellet”
[a fort in Copenhagen]. She then replied, “Ah, he built it just like the one back home”,
she replied, referring to Frederik the 5th and Niels replied: “Smart guy” with a grin on his
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face. The two of them sat in silence for a while after this. (…) when we got back to the
hotel [after the day-long trip visiting Frederiksted and the sugar plantations during which
this incident took place], it was one of the first things Niels remarked to me: that he
didn’t like that question and that he didn’t know what to answer to it. He said, in a
defensive and angry tone “I’m not shocked to hear that, I know that it was built by
Frederik the 5th” and explained that he didn’t want to be expected to have any emotional
reaction to this. (Fieldnotes, 2016)

As can been seen from the above excerpt, Niels’ positioning around how he should and could be
expected to engage with the history, does not include having any kind of emotional reaction.
This fell in line with Niels’ emotional distancing during the Danish curriculum intervention as
documented in the Danish site. While Niels’ positioning is not at the center of the analysis of the
counter curriculum, the ways in which he distanced himself from being expected to having any
kind of emotional reaction still modeled for the students that this was one way of engaging with
the Danish history of slavery and colonialism.
During the visit to the USVI, the Danish group of students and teachers also made several
visits to the two main forts on St. Croix: Fort Frederik and Christiansvern. The visit to
Christiansvern took place twice, first with a local ranger who provided a guided tour around the
fort for the Danish students and teacher together with a group of USVI high school students, and
the second time as part of a guided tour around Christiansted by the American historian. Below
is a snippet of the tour to Christiansvern with the American historian:

244

We stood in a half circle around the [local American historian] outside of Christiansvern.
He said, “so we are standing here in front of the fort, down there is the weighing station,
and so on.. what should we consider this place?” The students were remarkably silent.
Christopher said something about how it was the place for sugar. The [local American
historian] remarked: “This was the site for producing wealth for Denmark, think of it as a
business operation.” He then asked the students if they knew who invested in this fort and
the colony in general, and Christopher replied “the crown”. The historian rejected this
and said that the crown at first was not invested, but actually it was planters from other
places, many of them Dutch. He then proceeded to say that this was the “command and
control center”. Then he asked the students, “who built these buildings [referring to the
Christinasvern, the fort]?” The students were silent. Finally, Niels chimed in and
exclaimed: “The Danes”. The historian promptly corrected him and said, “the slaves!”
and proceeded to explain how all the buildings we were seeing there were built by
Africans and some creoles as well. (Fieldnotes, 2016)

In the above snippet it is noteworthy how Niels’ reply “the Danes” is reflective of the general
lack of engagement with the Black and enslaved perspective. The students’ tepidness in
participating in both answering and asking questions was emblematic of their general
participation during historical site visits and could be explained by a host of reasons, including a
language barrier. However, the general pattern of lack of engagement seemed to at least also be
part of the general emotional distance the students’ exhibited and performed. In Mowatt and
Chancellor’s (2011) study on people of African descent visiting former slave castles in Ghana,
they, perhaps not surprisingly find, that, in stark contrast to the ways in which the Danish

245

students engaged with the visits to plantations in the USVI, participants were often impacted to
such an extent emotionally that visits to former slave castles were unbearable and in some cases
had to be cut short. In a study on British museum goers’ reactions to an exhibition on the British
slave trade, Smith (2015) found that white British people’s responses were characterized by a
pattern of attempts to distance themselves, “from the negative emotions and reflections on self
and nation engendered by the exhibitions.” (p.468) by performing a host of insulating and
protective discourses. The Danish students’ and teacher’s lack of engagement with the history
during their historical visits might be interpreted as ways of performing this kind of emotional
distancing that Smith identified. Simultaneously, it should be mentioned, that distancing oneself
could be interpreted as a kind of defense mechanism against an emotional reaction, as Smith
suggests was the case with her participants. Performing emotional distance is not the same as not
experiencing emotions, as is also evident in Niels’ anger in response to the expectation of having
an emotional reaction to the historical site visits.

Neocolonial Tensions: Tourist Gaze and white, Danish Historical Ignorance
During the educational trip to the USVI, a pattern emerged of the Danish teachers and
students positioning themselves toward the history and the visit from a tourist perspective. On
the second day of the visit to the USVI, the Danish students and teachers were taken on a trip to
first visit plantations and after this a visit to the northern part of St. Croix called Saltwater Bay.
This site is known to be where Christopher Columbus landed on his second journey across the
Atlantic Ocean. While the USVI teachers merely intended to show the Danish group the site,
Niels and all the boys from the Danish group decided to go swimming in Saltwater Bay.
Meanwhile, Christina and the two other young women from Denmark were taking smiling selfies
246

of themselves in front of the ocean where Columbus had landed. Both of these acts were striking
in how they seemed to be disconnected from the meaning locally of the landing of Columbus not
as some event to be celebrated, but rather as the first event in the ensuing historical trajectory of
colonialism and slavery.

We took a look [at Saltwater Bay], and the students started motioning to go into the
water. I sensed that Toni [USVI teacher] did not want this, and tried to communicate it to
Niels. Niels ignored it and then went and changed his clothes behind some bushes and
jumped in the water with the boys who had also changed into swimsuits. Then Monica
[USVI host teacher, pseudonym] saw that Niels and the Danish boys had jumped in the
water and she exclaimed: “This is it, we split our ways here”. She said it in what seemed
to be both a joking but also upset tone. (fieldnotes, 2016)

The disregard by Niels and the students of the intended plan by the USVI host teachers and the
lack of understanding of the meaning of the site, not as a tourist attraction or a place to go
swimming, but a historical site to be reminded of the ensuing devastations of colonialism and
slavery was emblematic of the cultural and historical divide between the Danish teacher and
students and the USVI teachers, and specifically on the willful white ignorance on behalf of the
Danes. The ways the students and the teacher in the above snippet positioned themselves invokes
the notion of the tourist gaze (Urry, 1992; Urry & Larsen, 2011). Rather than performing
heritage (Smith, 2015), the students and teacher performed the positions of tourists who were
visiting this particular historical site not to connect and learn from the history, but rather to enjoy
and engage in a pleasurable activity. The tourist gaze was evident throughout the visit in terms of
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how the Danish teacher and students positioned themselves. The students would for example
repeatedly joke about how they would rather skip historical visits and go to the beach. Another
example of the tourist gaze was the ways in which students would take ‘selfies’ during visits to
historical sites, as already mentioned in the above excerpt. Dinhopl and Gretzel (2016) argue that
photography and increasingly the use of selfies, as they address below, is a central part of the
repertoire of objectification of others and oneself that characterizes the tourist gaze in which the
production of the self takes center stage over the particular place one is in:

As the tourist destination becomes the distant backdrop or prompt or completely
disappears from the photo, the self becomes elevated as a touristic product—it is what
tourists are there to consume. Othering and stylized performing of the self become
prerequisites for the production and consumption of the self. (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016,
p. 134).

During the visit to the Annaberg plantation on St. John, Christina and the two other Danish girls
who traveled with the Danish group also took a smiling selfie of themselves in front of the
former slave quarters. By engaging the historical sites from the perspective of the tourist gaze,
the contradictions in terms of what can and should be expected on a historical, educational tour
in terms of how heritage could and should be performed by the students were highlighted. The
insensitivity of the embodiment of the tourist positionality stood in stark contrast with the
implicit expectations of the performance of heritage as an expression of some sort of experience
of empathy through historical connection.
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During the two week visit to the USVI the Danish group of students and teachers were
also taken to an event with two Danish scholars, who happened to have scheduled talks during
the Danish group’s visit to the USVI. The event was organized by the Society of the Virgin
Islands Historians and took place at the Botanical Garden of St. Croix. The program included
two presentations by Danish historians on the Danish history of colonialism and slavery, of
which the second one became a salient theme throughout the rest of the trip due to the
presenter’s uncritical use of colonial language. The presentations were organized under the title,
“Recent Research into Social Interaction”, and the first presentation was done by a Danish
historian on research she had conducted on the Ghanaian-Danish society during the 250-year
Danish occupation of Accra, Ghana, during the transatlantic slave trade, specifically with a focus
on the relationships that were forged and forced between Danish men sent out to work for the
colony in Ghana and Ghanaian women. The second presentation was by a young Danish
historian from Copenhagen University based on her master’s thesis research on Danish
deaconesses in St. Croix in the early twentieth century. Present at the Botanical Garden were
approximately 60-70 people, including a local museum director, a local high school history
teacher as well as the American historian who had given the Danish group a historical tour of
Christiansted:

…the second presenter was a bit less confident and it was hard to hear everything she
said in the beginning, so the audience asked her to speak up. She didn’t make a clear
introduction of her presentation, but she started out by mentioning that she was interested
in the Danish women who came to the islands to do “philanthropic work” in the
beginning of the twentieth century. She told a bit about the Danish deaconesses,
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presented a slide show with various pictures of the deaconesses and said: “to the
deaconesses it was very important to establish a home, a good home.” She added, “they
went out and taught the local women how to take care of their children, and they taught
abstinence”. She described how the deaconesses would come out in the homes of locals
and see them “mistreating their kids, their drinking and promiscuity” and proceeded to
argue, “so it was hard work [for the deaconesses]”. She said this sentence several times
and there started to be some murmuring in the audience. She continued: “The children
were innocent, so they helped them and hopefully that way they could reach out to the
mothers, who only loved to drink rum”. One woman from the audience now interrupted
the presentation and said, “could you please repeat what you just said?”. There was a
tense vibe in the audience, with many people talking to each other. The Danish historian
finished her presentation and managed again to say, as she was talking about how the
deaconesses were trying to keep the locals “from drinking rum and promiscuity”,
followed by “so it was hard for work for the deaconesses who wanted to save the locals,
but they didn’t want to be saved”. Once the presentation was over, one audience member
after another made comments, several of them very long, explaining to the Danish
historian that she needed to include more sources. It became clear that she was only
drawing on letters written by the deaconesses and sent home to fellow Danes. One
audience member told her that the way she presented the locals was disrespectful and not
accurate and that it was problematic that it was unclear from the presentation whether she
agreed with the deaconesses’ perception of things or not. The local museum director then
made a comment: “It should be made clear what your sources are, otherwise your
remarks could be understood as disparaging. With your presentation as it is now, it could
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seem as if this was your own opinion and that is where you lose your audience coming
here to the islands and telling us about our ancestors”. Two women sitting to the right of
me walked out. After one more audience member made a long critique of the presentation
with similar points of the need for more diverse sources, the entire audience clapped
loudly. (fieldnotes, 2016)
The presentation by the Danish historian, as described above, highlighted the tensions that arise
from a white, planter-logic perspective on the Danish slave trading past and is a testament to the
white production of ignorance. The kind of discourse and perspective on the Danish colonial
history in the presentation by the Danish historian echoed the kind of discourse the students had
been exposed to in the Danish curriculum intervention. During an interview with the students
following the presentation, both Christopher and Christina emphasized that perhaps the mishap
in the presentation was due to language barrier on behalf of the Danish historian and Christopher
argued that he thought that the audience could have been more understanding of this.

School Visits and Interactions with USVI Teachers and Students
During the stay in the USVI, the Danish teachers and students visited several high
schools and attended multiple events organized by and with the collaborating USVI teachers and
students. The first of these events took place on the third day during the visit. It was entitled
“Our Common String” and during this event, the USVI teachers and students had planned
several activities and presentations about USVI culture and history. One of the first presentations
that the Danish students and teachers were exposed to was organized by a group of USVI high
school students and their teacher and included the students performing different kinds of skits to
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communicate something about USVI culture to the Danish teachers and students, as can be seen
in the below excerpt:

[The USVI high school teacher] said that her students had planned something that we
should consider advice. First skit, 3 girls came up in front of all of us. One girl explained
that it was called “Greetings”. They said that first they would enact what should not
happen, and then what should happen. Two girls stood and pretended to talk. One of them
said, “oh have you heard the oil refinery is opening, there are going to be so many jobs!”.
Another student walked by and didn’t say hi, so the two girls immediately started talking
about how rude that was. In the second skit, the person said hi and the skit was over. One
of the girls made a small interpretation saying that even if people were talking you should
say hi to them, and you could be sure to offend people if you didn’t. The second skit was
called “Staring”. Two boys stood in the corner and a girl started walking down the street.
They stared her up and down and she shook her head. The girl then interpreted for the
audience “you can do a quick look, but no staring!”. The third skit was about taking
pictures without permission. Two girls stood and had a pretend conversation that we, the
audience, couldn’t hear. A boy started walking by, taking pictures up close of them. They
told him it was rude. In the second version of that skit he walked up to them and asked
for permission and they allowed it. In the fourth skit, the topic was “Loud Talking” as
introduced by one of the girls. One of the girls introduced it by saying that in the USVI
loud talking is “totally normal and okay”. Two girls pretended to have a conversation,
gossiping about another girl. Then a boy who was standing close to them made big eyes
and started to back away. One of them said “oh, John must not be from around here”. The
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final skit was called “Reciprocating energies”. Five girls played this skit. One was a
cashier, who was taking forever. The other four pretended to be in line. Three of the girls
in line were complaining that she was being slow and then one of them interrupted them
and said that maybe she had her reasons and that they shouldn’t be upset with her. The
three others immediately changed their mind and said okay. After this [the USVI high
school teacher] came up and said “so for the duration of this trip (referring to the Danes) I
hope this helps”. She said it with a straight face and then walked away. (fieldnotes, 2016)

The decision of the performance of the skits as explained to me by the USVI high school teacher
was informed by previous experiences with visiting Danish teachers and students to the USVI.
However, in spite of the attempt to interrupt and challenge the colonial and tourist gaze by
showing the above skits to the Danish teachers and students, the Danish students throughout the
visit often would forget to greet people in the street (which several of the USVI teachers
commented on) and also would take pictures without permission. While the global citizenship
framework indeed has as a key aim that students should engage in learning in order to become
more culturally and socially savvy, the global citizenship framework does not address how this
learning often will take place at the expense of people of color. The teaching-learning that the
USVI UNESCO teacher was seeking to engender here was exactly developed based on what she
saw as a need to address the willful white ignorance, and thereby intervening and challenging the
white zone of underdevelopment (Leonardo & Manning, 2017).
During the second week of the visit, the same USVI high school teacher assigned a
reading to the Danish students by USVI-born poet and writer, Daisy Holder Lafond called
“Caribbean People”. The reading was an argumentative essay about the current state of the
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USVI, with a particular focus on the experiences and expressions of anger in the USVI today as a
result of the slave trading and colonial history. The key aim of the text seemed to be to
acknowledge anger as a valid emotional response to the slave trading and colonial past, and
sought to explore the historical roots of present day manifestations of anger and how these at
times can be self-destructive for the USVI community (e.g. bullying and physical violence in
various forms), including how the violence of the state furthers colonial and oppressive
relationships in the USVI. The Danish students and I read the text together. As previously
mentioned, this reading was the only reading that the students were assigned to complete during
their visit to the USVI. When asked why the students thought that the teacher had assigned both
her own students and them this text, they argued the following:

Christopher: I think that the central thing, I guess, is this whole thing about the past, and
sort of frustrations about it.. that [USVIslanders] maybe think that it isn’t their fault that
they are in the situation they are in, and that they sort of, instead of being mad, and sort
of, um, how can you say it, put all the blame on slavery and that kind of thing.. so it is
sort, this thing of trying to move on, I think.. but [the author] also says that thing about
how she is frustrated that nobody has apologized, um..
Christina: yeah, well I don’t know, I think maybe also she sort of tries to break with this
whole notion of rich and poor (...), you know, I see it as if she is also trying to say, we
need to move on.. (group interview)
While the narrative arc of the text never suggested the need to ‘move on’ in terms of leaving the
past behind, it is telling that both Christina and Christopher took this position in regards to the
meaning of the text, a discourse that also appeared in the Danish curriculum intervention. In the
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analysis of each of their personal trajectories during the USVI visit, I will revisit the meaning of
this way of relating to the past.

Summary of the Counter-Curriculum
The counter curriculum of the visit to the USVI, as shown in the previous sections,
countered and (implicitly) challenged the Danish curriculum’s lack of perspectives from which
the history of the Danish slave trading past was told. The figured world of engaging the Danish
history of slavery and colonialism in the USVI afforded students with the opportunity to learn
about Black and African agency in shaping the history and thereby broaden their historical
knowledge beyond the one-sided Danish curriculum. The historical site visits, trips to museums
and particularly school visits offered opportunities for the Danish students to make connections
between the Danish colonial and slave trading past and the lived consequences of it today in the
USVI. Furthermore, the historical site visits also afforded the possibility of engaging and
connecting emotionally with the atrocities of the slave trading and colonial past and thus
engendering historical empathy. While some of these different affordances in the USVI
curriculum did afford different positionings, both Christina and Christopher’s positionings
during the USVI visit, as already alluded to in the previous sections, were marked by varying
degrees of emotional distancing and the tourist gaze. In the following I will provide an analysis
of both Christina and Christopher’s individual positionings (history-in-person) throughout their
visit to the USVI.
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Individual Stories

During the educational trip to the USVI, I observed and interviewed Christina and
Christopher in their interactions with the historical material, the Danish and USVI students and
teachers and each other. In the following I will write up each of their individual stories of how
they responded to and reflected on the historical curriculum (as described in the previous
sections) that they were exposed to in the USVI – a curriculum, that in contrast to the Danish
curriculum largely consisted of visits to historical sites in the USVI, rather than texts or other
such artefacts. In this vein, the following is an account of the kind of history-in-person (Holland
& Lave, 2001, 2009) the students embodied during their visit to the USVI. The guiding questions
are: how did Christina and Christopher position themselves towards the meaning of this history
as they engaged with the embodied curriculum of visiting the USVI? And how might this differ
from how they engaged with the same history but with a very different curriculum in Denmark?
What kind of figured world of learning history is conjured up for them while they visit the USVI
and engage with the curriculum prepared for them by the USVI teachers and UNESCO network
collaborators? And what kinds of positionings do they engage with, respond to, take up or
challenge as they engage with this counter curriculum?
While the two of them positioned themselves differently, some of the prevailing themes for both
of them was that they both reflected more on the connections between past and present in terms
of questions about identity and the material and economic inequality between the two sites. At
the same time, however, they both engaged multiple discursive strategies that allowed them to
distance themselves from the slave trading past, including the positioning that the history of
slavery is more the USVislanders’ history than it is Danish and theirs.
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Christina. Christina was 19 years old when she traveled to the USVI with Niels, her
history teacher and Christopher, her classmate. Christina was a white, blond-haired, blue-eyed
girl of small stature. Christina’s dad was a salesman and her mom was unemployed. Christina
reported working out a lot, and also shared that in addition to attending high school at Little
Creek High School she worked at a gas station. During the classroom observations in Denmark I
had come to know Christina as a person who would speak her mind without hesitation, and while
not one of the loudest girls in the class, also not one of the quieter one. Christina was explained
to me by the teacher as a bit of a loner and was not part of either of the two groups of girls who
tended to sit together during class time at Little Creek High School. Niels had listed a number of
criteria in choosing which students to come along with him to the USVI (as previously
mentioned in the methods chapter). Although strong social skills was one of the criteria,
Christina’s affect could be a bit flat. The other Danish history teacher who traveled with the
Danish group, Dorthe (pseudonym) remarked to me how Christina could “forget to smile” and
on multiple occasions the USVI teachers also remarked on how Christina could appear
withdrawn or passive in social setting unless she was talking herself or spoken directly to. The
teachers from the USVI also noted that Christina did not quickly pick up on cultural cues: in
spite of repeated reminders from both the USVI teachers and the Danish teachers about the
cultural importance of greeting people in the streets in the USVI as well as dressing formally for
school, museum and other educational visits, Christina would often forget to do so. She was not
however the only one of the Danish students to do this, which ended up causing some tensions
between the Danish visitors and the USVI UNESCO collaborators.
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Before traveling to the USVI I had inquired her about why she had applied to be one of
the students to travel to the islands and what her expectations were:

I just kind of thought that it sounds incredibly exciting to get out and experience how the
Danish slave past has affected these islands, as well as how it all happened (…) I expect
to get a bigger insight into the slave past by among other things visiting schools and
museums, where I will be introduced to how it affects the country today as well as how it
happened “back then”.” (Christina, writings during January before the USVI trip, 2016).

Christina had not expressed that she necessarily felt particularly connected with the history and
the choice of words - which was reiterated multiple times - of “exciting” or “interesting”, as in
the above quote, suggests that Christina approached the trip as a sort of educational tourism, or
learning as entertainment. The tourist gaze, as previously discussed, seemed to manifest not only
in how students engaged and positioned themselves during historical site visits but also in how
students then talked about the learning of the history in the USVI. During the Danish curriculum
intervention, Christina had - like most of the class - argued that learning about the history of the
Danish slavery and slave trade was important. Like many of her fellow class mates, she was also
surprised about how big a role Denmark had played in the transatlantic slave trade and again,
like many of her classmates, she was taken up by the question of “blame”, as evident from the
excerpt below, collected during the Danish curriculum intervention.

The most surprising thing [during this curriculum intervention, the Danish site] has been
to read stories and sources that describe the conditions on the ships and how terribly the
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slaves were treated including the conditions under which it took place. It was also a
surprise that Denmark has played a pretty big role in the slave trade, which I had no clue
about before we started! Additionally, it’s been interesting to read about who is to
‘blame’ for how this happened and who the majority of the blame can be assigned to if
there even is anybody, who has taken on the responsibility for it, which it doesn’t seem
like.” (Christina, week 2, Danish curriculum intervention, student writing)

As I discussed previously, the discourse around the notion of blame and the equal responsibility
argument allowed the Danish students to engage with the history of the Danish slave trade and
slavery by immediately distancing themselves from the undeniable Danish responsibility for the
Danish slave trade and slavery. During the first couple of days in the USVI, I interviewed both
her and Christopher and again asked her what her expectations were as well as her motivation for
coming to the USVI. During this interview, Christina again brought up the question of “blame”:

I thought it would be really interesting to see their aspect of the slave trade in comparison
to how we with our Danish eyes look at it, so I would like to know what kind of.. well
what kind of things they emphasize over here, for example in the museums and so on.
You know, what kind of view they have of you [… do they have a] hostile relationship
with Europeans and Danes.. And then also what we also talked about when you [visited
our classroom in Denmark] you know, who is to blame for this, well this whole question
about blame, that… well, if they maybe blame us, or if they also think that they carry part
of the blame… you know in that sort of way to look at it from a different perspective was
what I thought was the most interesting” (Christina, day 2 of the visit to the USVI)
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Christina here again invokes the very problematic discourse that I identified in the first site
analysis of arguing that there could even be a meaningful conversation about dividing blame and
responsibility of the Danish slave trade on anyone else but the Danes. This equal responsibility
argument serves - as I argued extensively in previous chapters - to excuse Danish responsibility
for the Danish slave trade and it allows students like Christina to engage with the Danish history
of slavery and slave trade without seriously engaging the very real question about Danish
responsibility for this past. Christina however, in this excerpt also expresses a concern about
possibly experiencing hostility from USVIslanders. This case of white anxiety (Leonardo, 2009)
by Christina in engaging with this past is an indication of her - in spite of invoking the apologetic
equal responsibility discourse - understanding the undeniable Danish and white responsibility for
the slave trading past. In challenging the notion that whites are only ignorant when it comes to
race relations, Leonardo argues the following:

A critical reading of whiteness means that white ignorance must be problematized, not in
order to expose whites as simply racist but to increase knowledge about their full
participation in race relations. It also means that the racial formation must be read into the
practices and texts that students and teachers negotiate with one another (Harris, 1999) as
a move to affirm educators' power to question narratives that have graduated to common
sense or truth (Bishop, 2005), like the "fact" of white racial ignorance. (2011, p.231)

The contradictory positioning of Christina of on the hand continuously drawing on the ‘equal
responsibility’ argument (invoked by the use of the term “blame”) while simultaneously sharing
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her feelings of anxiety reflects exactly the kind of knowing/not-knowing that Leonardo describes
in the above quote and is an example of the kind willful ignorance that Wekker describes (2016).
Throughout the USVI curriculum, Christina’s use of the discourse of ‘blame’ did not change and
during the final interview that I conducted with Christina on the last day of the visit to the USVI,
she reiterated the focus on ‘blame’:

What has made the greatest impression is probably how much they emphasize the history
here today, you know, how much they use their past as arguments for their present
situation and as the reason for why their schools don’t have.. well, [that their schools are]
not in that modernization process that we have in Denmark, you know, they don’t have
Internet, they don’t have Wifi, they don’t have access to all the resources that we do in
Denmark. [What is most surprising] is that they blame the historical for this.. And that
the Danes among other things also have to learn about the slave past, where it’s sort of an
argument for why they have the conditions they do, as the [USVI teacher] put it today,
you know.. That it sort of somehow is the Europeans.. That it sort of is their fault,
because they haven’t given any money to them or any reparations.. So that that they are
kind of left with what they have today and kind of just have to.. Well, not really knowing
who they are. That has actually made a huge impression on me, that it meant so much to
them in comparison to what we have been learning about, you know.. Those facts, that
we’ve sort of learned, that whole curriculum intervention when you were there, where we
compared different sources and stuff like that, we kind of got an overview, but I hadn’t
thought about how it affected them, you know how it affected the islands and especially
St. Croix.. And the mentality here, that it had such a big impact.. [that] it had such a big
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impact what happened back then.” (Interview, Christina, second to last day in the USVI,
my translation).

The fact that Christina in this excerpt expressed that she is surprised about the connection
between the past and the present and, unprompted, compared this with how in the Danish
curriculum she really did not learn about the connections between the past and the present speaks
to the difference between the Danish and the USVI curriculum. Particularly she highlights
learning about the consequences that the history had for the USVI today in terms of questions of
identity, an aspect that the one-sided Danish curriculum did not facilitate. Simultaneously,
however, Christina’s reflections in the above excerpt are very dismissive of the USVI
perspective. The continued use of the discourse of “blame” and the language of saying “how
much they use this history” is an obviously problematic discourse and seems to suggest that she
believes that the colonial history is not somehow connected to the present as much as people in
the USVI argue that it is. She also uses the language of “Europeans” rather than Danes, and
while - as I have mentioned earlier - it is true that it was not just Danes who were planters in the
former Danish West Indies, the use of the term “European” could potentially be interpreted as
one way of further distancing herself from the Danish history of slavery. In reflecting on how
engaging with the history in the USVI had changed how she thought about the history, she
shared feelings of guilt:

I sort of feel a little bit.. in some ways.. a bit of guilt.. towards somebody.. You know for
the situation we are in, you know also sort of educationally, that we have set them so far
back compared to how far ahead we are ourselves.. Also this thing that they cannot
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educate anyone on the islands, everyone moves to the States, you know this thing that
they can’t really.. People don’t stay here, you know, it’s kind of like their culture will at
some point die out a couple of generations down the line, because they can’t keep their
young people her.. And that’s where [the two USVI teachers] really feel passionately
about keeping, you know, their society and cultural ideals here on the islands.. But.. You
know, there I feel a bit of guilt of not being able to help them, or that we haven’t helped
them further.. So in a way guilt over that they stand in that unmodernized..not modern,
well, society today.” (Christina, second to last day on the visit, my translation)

As is clear from the above snippet, Christina’s positionings around the Danish history of slavery
as she engaged with it in the USVI were contradictory. While she would distance herself from
the history by using terms like ‘blame’, ‘Europeans’ instead of ‘Danes’ and say that
USVIslanders “use the history”, she would also express a deeper connection with the history as
in the above quote, where she discussed experiencing guilt. In asking Christina about what she
thought Danes should use this history for and what the meaning for her and for Danes in general
could be to learn about this history she replied.

It could maybe stand a bit in contrast to that we’ve sort of in Denmark have been very
neutral, you know, we have sort of a lot of neutrality in relation to the 1st and 2nd World
Wars and that kind of thing.. we would like to be those who don’t do anything, but who
are sort of just participating from the sideline.. you know it could be some sort of contrast
to that we have actually had a role in the slave trade.. and what we talked about who gets
the blame, you know, we aren’t really taught [this history], so it could be a good aspect to
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bring in, this thing that we aren’t so clean and.. It is not so.. We are not so clinically good
in Denmark, well that we also have this past behind us and have used that - as
Christopher also pointed out - to our further development.. that the reason why we are so
well off.. that it probably has something to do with the past we have… but there is just
nobody who has ever.. you have never wondered why it is that Denmark all of a sudden
were so high, became so strong in Europe.. that I definitely think that we could bring
forth.. And get taught.” (Christina, day 2)

The fact that both Christina - and Christopher as I will discuss later - emphasized the material
gains from the slave trade that shaped Denmark then and today was a focus that was not
addressed in the Danish curriculum intervention. As such, the fact that they both emphasized this
in the context of being in the USVI and studying the history in the USVI seems to be related to
the material experience also of this history in ways that the students are not connected with in
Denmark. In part it seems that the embodied curriculum in the USVI allowed the two Danish
students to connect with the material gains and losses from the history of slavery as they relate to
the present. In her final reflections on what new perspectives she gained on the history during her
visit to the USVI, Christina argued that the major new perspective she had gained was to
understand how much the history of slavery contributed to the material and economic situation of
the USVI today:

Well, I have definitely cleared up for myself some of those, those facts of well.. who
owned the islands before and how.. well this thing about how when the slave trade ended,
it sort of in principal continued inside the borders, that you could still trade with slaves,
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so it was about getting as many slaves as possible within these fifteen years.. you know
all these facts, I have sort of gotten a deeper understanding of.. but I think they have a
different perspective when it comes to that they themselves have.. They have sort of tried
it on their own bodies.. you know that it was them who were in the center and not us.. so
this thing of getting a closer perspective and see it from their angle, the way they were
oppressed.. how it is seen today.. and how it has affected, well their society now and how
we can see.. how far behind they are in their development.. that is sort of this whole other
perspective that I hadn’t.. that I hadn’t thought about at all that they.. that this is to blame
for how they live today.” (Christina, last day on USVI)

Christina here again invokes the term “blame”, however in contrast to how she previously had
mostly used this term to invoke the false but persistent equal responsibility/blame argument, she
here used it in a way that acknowledged, without being apologetic for the Danish responsibility,
the Danish slave trade’s material and psychological ramifications today in the USVI.
Simultaneously however she also invokes a pitying kind of discourse and even neocolonial
‘empathetic’ “how far behind they are in their development” kind of argument.
Summary. Christina’s many and contradictory positionings around the slave trading past
throughout the USVI curriculum leave a puzzling picture of somebody who simultaneously
invoked dismissive discourses (“they use the history”) and more engaged kind of discourses with
the present day meanings of the Danish history of colonialism and slavery (feelings of guilt,
focus on the impacts on identity). In the figured world of the USVI curriculum, Christina
positioned herself as an educational tourist, who was engaged with the history because it was
“interesting” to her, not necessarily as something personally meaningful to her. Christina
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however, unlike Christopher, shared more experiences of emotions in her engagement with the
USVI curriculum, such as anxiety and guilt.

Christopher. Christopher was a 19-year old young man when we traveled to the USVI.
He was a white, blond-haired, blue-eyed, tall boy with a deep voice and a calm demeanor.
Christopher came from a well-off family and had traveled a lot. His dad worked as a district
judge and his mom worked as an administrative leader of two agricultural organizations.
Christopher was a confident guy, who aside from attending Little Creek High School also played
in a band that made songs with ironic titles like “Porridge is good”. Before leaving for the USVI,
both Christina and Christopher answered a couple of reflection questions with regards to their
expectations. Christopher wrote in response to my question about why he had chosen to apply for
the possibility of going on the trip to the USVI:

I think the Virgin Islands is exciting exactly because it tells us about Denmark’s past as a
slave trading colonial power. It’s easy to sit in Denmark with universal welfare and forget
that Denmark’s past is spotted, but the Westindies with the Danish names, etc. tell us a
different story. And then it’s also just crazy that Denmark had a territory in the Caribbean
and it’s funny to think about that it theoretically still could be Danish. A Danish vacation
island. Bornholm [large Danish island south of Sweden], but farther away.” (January
before the USVI trip, 2015)

This initial response from Christopher contains the many contradictory positionings that both he
and Christina embodied throughout their visit to the USVI. As can be seen from the above
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excerpt, Christopher invokes a critical discourse about the importance of engaging with
Denmark’s problematic past, while simultaneously invoking the colonial nostalgic sentiment in
using the language of the loss of “a Danish vacation island”. Christopher had also during the
Danish curriculum intervention expressed this sort of colonial nostalgia. Conceptualizing the
USVI as vacation islands ended up being concordant with how both Christina and Christopher
related to the visit to the islands in terms of their behavior. They were very taken up by the
opportunities to go the beach and to tan. During the first interview that I conducted with
Christopher in the USVI, he further explained his motivation for travelling to the USVI:

And I’m like really interested in different cultures, and I think.. well I also really like to
experience new cultures and that sort of thing.. not only the Westindian culture for
example, but now.. that we are here in Westindia, then I think it’s really exciting to see
how Denmark has affected the islands, both culturally, but also societally.. if they are
worse off because of the Danes owning the islands and running the slave trade and so on,
.. or if it in reality was a good thing, or if it didn’t matter or what it was.. whatever
meaning [the slave past] has had (Christopher, day 2, USVI)

Both Christina and Christopher would use the language of ‘exciting’ and ‘interesting’ when
talking about why they were curious to learn more about the Danish history of the slave trade by
visiting the USVI. This language signals to a certain extent an emotional disconnect: learning
history as an entertaining, but personally not so relevant thing. This ties in with the educational
tourist approach to the visit. Furthermore, in the above excerpt Christopher relativizes the
meaning of the Danish history of slavery by entertaining the idea that the violent, colonial history
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could even meaningfully be cast as possibly having been a good thing. The teacher in a
conversation during the visit to the USVI also remarked to the USVI teachers that he taught the
“pros and the cons” of the Danish history of slavery.

[The USVI teacher] had asked Niels some questions about how he teaches this history
and she said that he said that he teaches it from various perspectives, including teaching
the “pros and the cons”. She repeated the term “pros and cons” with an expression on her
face towards me as if asking me how this could be possible. Then she said to [another
USVI teacher] that for Niels this includes making sure to say that “we sold our own
people”. (fieldnotes, 2016)

As such, Christopher was not alone in this approach to the history from a point of view of
relativizing the meaning of the history of slavery and this was a continuation of the problematic
tendencies in the Danish curriculum intervention. Relativizing of the meaning of the history
possibly allowed Christopher to distance himself from the painful realities of the obviously
devastating consequences of the Danish slavery and slave trade that he in other contexts would
remark on. As such, it could be understood as a defense. It fits with the teacher’s continued
positioning of allowing himself to explore this history from all possible angles and as such also
embodies some sort of false notion of objectivity as the practice of entertaining all options of
interpretations of an event. While Christopher invoked both the relativizing and the colonial
nostalgic discourses, he at the same time expressed concern that the Danish history of slavery
and slave trade has been downplayed in a Danish context.
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Yes, and we also have that picture of Denmark as sort of like.. an ideal country with
welfare and the happiest country and that sort of thing.. and you don’t really think about
that [slave-trading] past that Denmark actually has.. that Denmark was a colonial power
that used to trade with slaves (Christopher, my translation, day 2, USVI)

In reflecting about why this is the case, Christopher argued that it is because the Danish history
of slavery is taboo:

Because it is sort of.. it’s a sore spot on that whole romantic version that [Rasmus, other
Danish student visiting the USVI] was talking about that when you sort of.. well it’s
okay, hey, hey, we conquered a country all the way down in the Caribbean, but it was to
bring slaves from Africa and use them in plantations where they worked themselves to
death, you know that’s not so cool.. it’s not really something to be proud of, you could
say.. so as Christina also mentioned, it’s probably a bit of a taboo in that way.
(Christopher, day 2, USVI)

In reflecting on the visits to the first sugar plantation, Christopher echoed the pattern from the
Danish curriculum intervention of mostly engaging with and embodying the planter perspective:

And it’s also sort of thought provoking, this thing of walking in this tropical paradise..
kind of landscape.. this delicious view and that sort of thing and then there’s just.. then it
was just right here that there was a sugar plantation where they have walked around and
labored hard.. I also kind of think if those colonizers enjoyed it, if they appreciated the
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nature and you know.. the delicious view and that sort of thing.. or if it was just this thing
of.. ‘good sugar, so that’s cool’.. It was just this thought I had, it’s sort of interesting
enough if [the beautiful nature] at all played a role.. (Christopher, secondond to last day,
USVI 2016)

Following the Maroon Ridge Hike the students went on, Christopher again similarly brought up
the point about how it must have felt for the planter:

It is also this contrast between this completely beautiful nature.. And really, really
beautiful view and sort of really..lovely.. really delicious trip and then you think about
how it probably wasn’t a very delicious trip when you had fled from a plantation, so it’s
sort of.. and I think a lot that this is the contrast between the beautiful nature and that sort
of thing.. and then you think about what people back then thought about it.. you know,
I’m also thinking if the planters appreciated the nature and thought ‘it’s delicious down
here’.. and if it’s been sort of a motivation to come down here as a Dane, or if it was just..
if it was just sort ‘oh well, it’s warm’. (Christopher, reflections on Maroon Ridge Hike,
USVI, 2016)

Even though he briefly reflects on the Maroon Ridge Hike from the perspective of the enslaved
population, he eventually switches back to the focus on the planter. This is perplexing in the
context of the curriculum in the USVI, which undoubtedly was intended to also allow the
students to engage with and empathize more with the enslaved perspective. The examination
about whether the “delicious nature” played a role for planters exemplifies the emotion-less and
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distanced examination that Christopher often performed. Christopher in reflecting on the Maroon
Ridge Hike also did not have any problem sharing how he had not been listening to much of
what the guide had been telling us. As such, he embodied this careless attitude where all possible
angles could be explored and examined on equal footing. Following the Botanical Garden with
the Danish historian’s criticized presentations, Christopher’s reflections on the tensions that the
Danish historians had caused during their presentations in the Botanical Garden again embodied
this careless attitude.

Naja: what have you learned?
Christopher: that it’s really different what people think.. there are some people who really
want to dwell on the past, and then there are people who are more sort of.. it happened,
and we can’t do anything about, all we can do is improve our current situation (USVI,
2016, my translation)

The term “dwelling on the past” has a negative connotation and seems to reflect Christopher’s
position that – while he never would argue that it is not important to engage this history – at the
same time could not empathize with or understand the extent to which this history still is relevant
today. The use of this term reflects a suggestion that engaging with this history can be done too
much. Christopher, much like Christina during the visit to the USVI also identified and
commented on the connection between the material wealth of Denmark today as connected to
and growing out of the Danish colonial and slave trading past.
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Naja: Okay.. what do you think.. you are one of a few select people who has been
permitted to go into depth with this topic.. what do you think that Danes should learn or
should.. well, if we said that [this topic] should be obligatory, why should it then be
obligatory?
Christopher: I think it’s really important to put a focus on how part of the.. reason that we
are so well-off today is also because we got so much money from the sugar trade that
took place.. well, the income from the sugar that was produced in the Danish West
Indies.. during that period.. was part of financing a lot of things that happened in
Denmark and a lot.. well, it was just.. well it was just, we got a heck of a lot of money
and a lot of resources and… a lot of development through them, you know, where we
simply used.. exploited another people so that as Danes we would be better off, and that I
think we should know, that it’s not maybe not as idyllic as you had imagined.
(Christopher, 2nd day, USVI)

In response to a question about what Danes should use this history for, Christopher replied:

Something about, well something about identity and how for those who come from
slaves, for them to see who they are, and who their forefathers are, because that’s also
what they [the collaborating USVI teachers and students] have been talking about
sharing. That thing of how they don’t necessarily have an identity because they, you
know, are they Africans or are they not Africans, or do they.. Can you say that there is
something called Virgin Islanders when they all are “imported” in quotation marks. So
that’s where we can use the history to see who is their… so that people who are
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descendants of the slaves can see who their ancestors are and so that they can see where
they come from and figure out who they are because I think that you shouldn’t, you
shouldn’t underestimate knowing where you are from and what your roots are. And that I
think we as Danes take for granted, you know, especially ethnically Danes that we have
this.. this history with the vikings and.. the royal lineage and whatnot.. you just know
who you are when you are Danish and there is this pretty strong Danish culture, that is
not really here [in the USVI] necessarily. (Christopher, second to last day, USVI)

While Christopher here is touching on the very real case that it is perhaps indeed in a way harder
for USVIslanders to ignore the history of slavery than it is for Danes living in Denmark today, he
simultaneously is communicating the notion – which he also did in other cases – that this history
does not have direct implications for what it means to be Danish. As in his statement about
Danes having strong roots, Christopher basically suggests that the slave past is not a part of
Danish history and instead manages to invoke strong nationalist discourses by mentioning
Vikings and the royal family. In trying to challenge him on this position, Christopher further
argued:

N: Yes, well I guess another way to ask that question is, because you say for people here
it is important to relate to the history because it has to do with their.. it has something to
do with understanding where they come from. Do Danes have something to understand
about themselves today by learning about this history?
Christopher: Yes, and to that I would probably answer, not at all to the same degree.
Because it is you know.. incredible how Danes are ignoring this, because it does not have
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this sort of direct.. you know.. our roots, well.. they don’t have direct implication for us..
it’s more sort of this side thing, well yeah, it’s pretty much this side thing, you could
easily ignore it and not consider it as a Dane. And that you can’t.. you can’t ignore it if
you are.. a descendant of slaves.. or if you want to know where you come from.. you
could of course ignore it but.. if you have to see who you are as a Dane and that sort of
stuff, where you come from, you could easily ignore the Virgin Islands. (Christopher,
USVI 2016, my translation)

This contradictory position allowed him to engage the socially acceptable and expected
positioning that it is important to engage the Danish slave past, and particularly with an attention
to the question about identity, however not integrate that same history as a central part of being
Danish and therefore something that pertained to him.
Summary. Much like Christina, Christopher embodied many contradictory positionings
of arguing the importance of learning about this history, while simultaneously mostly engaging
with the history from an emotionally distanced and tourist gaze perspective. Furthermore,
Christopher, much like Niels argued during the Danish curriculum intervention, suggested that
the Danish slave trading history somehow could be considered more the history of
USVIslanders, than it could be considered Danish history. In doing so, he drew on strong
nationalist discourses of Danes as having “strong roots” by invoking both Vikings and the royal
family.
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Chapter Summary and Discussion
In her criticism of the anti-materialism that characterizes what she calls official antiracisms, Melamed (2011) argues that the present era of US (and world) racial formation is
characterized by what she calls neoliberal multiculturalism:

Racial liberalism, liberal multi culturalism, and neoliberal multi culturalism have
innovated racial procedures beyond color lines, often incorporating anti-racist terms of
value, so that new terms of racialized privilege emerge (liberal, multi-cultural, global
citizen), along with new terms of racialized stigma (unpatriotic, monocultural, illegal). (p.
2)

Melamed’s contention with neoliberal multiculturalism, embodied in UNESCO’s promotion of
the Global Citizenship Education aims and goals as the Breaking the Silence network, is that, as
yet another official anti-racism, it does not address the material conditions of racialized
capitalism. Instead, neoliberal multiculturalism manages to appear and claims to be anti-racist,
in spite of being used exactly to legitimize the continuation of racialized capitalism. In this
chapter the analysis of the USVI curriculum conceptualized as a counter-curriculum offered the
visiting Danish students a differently figured world for how to meaningfully engage and make
sense of the Danish slave trading and colonial past, or how to make the past ‘answerable’ and
critical tool for exploring the present and imagining the future. This included moving beyond the
mostly white, Dane-centric curriculum’s narrow and whitewashing perspective and also engaged
students’ emotionally and personally.
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Both Christina and Christopher brought up two discourses of which neither had appeared
in the Danish site: the question about identity as a key issue in the colonial aftermath and the
relationship between Danish material wealth and the lack of it in the USVI as connected to the
slave trading and colonial past. It seems that the counter-curriculum of the USVI visit afforded
the students an opportunity to make these connections between the past and the present, in ways
that the Danish curriculum intervention had not. However, in spite of the differently figured
world of the counter curriculum, which to an extent echoed the official global citizenship goals
of producing the anti-racist global citizen by offering students opportunities to develop the
desired social and cultural competence, the Danish students largely maintained emotional
distance (e.g. the “move on” discourse) in their engagement with the Danish slave trading past.
Smith, in her study of white, British museum goers’ reactions to an exhibition on British slavery
argues:

The frameworks that assume museum visiting is about learning or education
misunderstand the complexities of the performative nature of museum and heritage site
visiting. Falk (2009; 2011), in dismissing the idea of identity beyond the prosaic
classifications centered on motivation, overlooks the possibility that the museum visit can
be as much about reinforcing or confirming the identities of gender, class, race, or nation
that he eschews as about “learning.” Although visitors did select education as a
motivation of visiting, it was not all they were doing, or even necessarily what they were
doing, as learning in terms of the alteration of understanding was often not a key aspect
of visits. (Smith, 2015, p. 478)
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In drawing on the points about the performative nature of museum and heritage site visiting, the
Danish students in the counter-curriculum seemed to use the educational engagement not to
necessarily challenge their own positionings. Christopher in particular argued that the slave
trading past was less part of Danish history than other parts of Danish history (e.g. the history of
Vikings). Christina, in contrast, was more engaged with the Danish slave trading past as part of
her history as could be seen in her use of “we” (e.g. “that we have set them so far back compared
to how far ahead we are ourselves”). However, her positioning of being part of a Danish “we”
signaling a sense of responsibility and connection with the Danish history of slave trade by
Christina was complicated by the simultaneous invocation of discourses of “blame”, “mov[ing]
on” as well as a discourse of Danish progress as undeniable (“compared to how far ahead we are
ourselves”), the latter being an example of Nordic exceptionalist self-celebration.
Another central theme in how the students’ positioning in the figured world of the
counter-curriculum was the pattern of engaging with the slave trading past from the point of
view of the tourist gaze. The positioning of the students’ through the tourist gaze brought up the
tensions and contradictions between this way of engaging with the former Danish slave trading
past in the context of a the UNESCO project of Breaking the Silence’ ideals of the collaboration
and educational exchange as something that should foster cultural knowledge and empathetic
engagement. Roman in a critique of what she calls the “add and stir” model of global citizenship
education argues the following:

In educational contexts, increasingly globalization has provided the rationale and
justification for fundamentally intertwining educational goals with educational
experiences that amount to intellectual tourism – whether they involve actual travel to
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places foreign and unfamiliar or virtual encounters in cyberspace creating similar
exchanges with the unfamiliar people, places and cultures. The discourse of intellectual
tourism (which, I would argue, affects voyeurism and vagabondism) is premised not on
the explicit desire to effect tourism but rather, on the attempt to achieve “cultural
immersion” for the sake of promoting diversity and understanding through cultural
exposure. (Roman, 2003, p. 272)

The tourist gaze highlights the neocolonial tensions present in the UNESCO collaboration
between Danish and USVI teachers and students, particularly with the unevenness of mobility
between the two sites as directly connected to the colonial and slave trading past.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

The main aim of the present dissertation was to interrogate the ways in which the history
of Danish slavery and colonialism is taught at the Danish high school level and how this
facilitates students’ positionings (history-in-person) in the context of the racist and xenophobic
present with its Nordic and Dane exceptionalist discourses, as well as how history education lays
the ground (or not) for the articulation of a just future. While most post-colonial, post-conflict
and settler colonial nations at least to an extent have experienced “heated history wars” over how
to teach and engage particularly histories of colonialism (Parkes & Donelley, 2014, p.115) as
ways of interrogating the racialized and economic present, the history wars in Denmark are
conspicuously missing. Exceptionally, in this past year of 2017 there has been an outburst of
public debate on the slave trading past of the nation due to the media coverage of the centennial
for the sale of the former Danish West Indies to the U.S. government. However, as I am writing
this in February of 2018, the public debates have already dwindled considerably. Given the lack
of obligatory engagement with this topic in public educational institutions, this means that for the
larger public in Denmark, the engagement with this defining aspect of the country’s history is a
fleeting phenomenon dependent on the trends of the media.
In this critical educational study I have explored how the teaching-learning of the Danish
history of the transatlantic slave trade and Danish colonialism affords Danish high school
students’ from a predominantly middle-class and predominantly white, ethnically Danish
background positionings towards the Danish history of slavery and colonialism. Through a
multi-site case study design, I first explored how Danish students positioned themselves in a
Danish-implemented history curriculum and following that I explored how two students from
that same class traveled with their history teacher to the U.S. Virgin Islands where they engaged
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in what I have termed a counter-curriculum as part of the high school’s participation in the
UNESCO collaboration, Breaking the Silence. The analysis in the Danish site included a critical
discourse analysis of what kinds of positionings the students were afforded by both the teacher
and the curricular artefacts (i.e. what were the normative ways that students were expected to
engage with the Danish colonial history vis-à-vis the teaching learning of the Danish history of
slavery and colonialism as imagined by the teacher and other stakeholders in history education).
Following this, I conducted an analysis and drawing in particular on a critical race theory lens of
the kinds of positionings that students embodied as they engaged with the teaching-learning of
this particular history. Here I looked particularly at the contradictions between the stated values
(e.g. of creating the anti-racist and democratic citizen in the history and global citizenship
classroom) and the actual positionings of the students vis-à-vis the figured world of the history
classroom and the cultural tools and discourses they were afforded. Following this analysis, I
conducted an analysis of how the students similarly and differently positioned themselves as they
engaged with the same history, but in the context of their educational trip to the USVI. In the
following I summarize the key findings of the study and discuss theoretical and practical
implications as well as limitations and possibilities for future research.

The Curriculum Across Different Scales
In chapter three I presented the findings from a critical discourse analysis, conducted
through a critical race theory lens, across various levels of the history curriculum of the Danish
slave trading past. This analysis was conducted by examining how the history teacher, Niels, in
the Danish high school positioned himself regarding pedagogical reflections of how to teach the
Danish history of slavery, as informed by both the national history curriculum and the global
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citizenship curriculum that the project was mired in by way of Niels’ participation in the
UNESCO collaboration Breaking the Silence. In comparing how the teacher positioned himself
by drawing on both the national curriculum goals and the UNESCO goals of promoting global
citizenship, it became evident that the national history curriculum contributed more to his
pedagogical reflections on how to teach the Danish history of slavery than did the goals of global
citizenship paradigm. Following the analysis across different scales in education (from the
school to national curriculum goals to UNESCO goals of GCE), I conducted an analysis of three
of the key secondary sources that students were engaged with during the Danish curriculum
intervention: the textbook on the Danish history of colonialism, a radio program by a Danish
historian on her trip to Ghana and a TV program with a debate on the consumption of colonial
imagery in Denmark today.
Based on the critical discourse analysis with the aim of identifying the values that the
students were exposed to in the secondary sources as well vis-a-vis the teacher’s own positioning
on the Danish slave trading past, in summary, the curriculum by and large was found to be
Eurocentric, Dane-centric, offering the students a figured world of relating to the history from
the perspective of a type of neocolonial logic. While students were exposed to some voices that
advocated anti-racism in the perspectivizing texts, the curriculum was sorely lacking in
Black/African perspectives on the history. As such, the students were exposed to a curriculum
that barely engaged with Africans and their descendants as contributing historical agents.
Furthermore, the presence of the pattern of the insistence on importance of emphasizing the
purported “African responsibility” across two separate secondary sources (the textbook and the
radio show) as well as the arguments by the teacher on the importance of this emphasis was
troubling. Particularly in the context of the absence of addressing African and Black historical
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agency, the insisted emphasis on seeing Africans as “accomplices” (Rostgaard & Schou, 2010)
was insidious and deployed as one of many discursive strategies in several of the secondary
sources and particularly in the history textbook, in a seeming attempt to remove or downplay the
undeniable Danish responsibility for the Danish slave trade. The introduction of both outright
neocolonial claims of white, Danes as more objective when engaging with the Danish colonial
and slave trading history across one secondary source and the teacher was another rampant
example of the kind of neocolonial logic that characterized key parts of the curriculum.

Students’ Positionings (History-in-Person) in the Danish Site
Based on the analysis of the Danish curriculum intervention I identified both
complementary and contradictory patterns of positionings as well as marginal positionings in
terms of how students engaged with and reflected on the learning about the Danish slave trading
past. Students emphasized the colonial and slave trading past as important for them to know
about, particularly by drawing on arguments that learning about this particular past contributes to
the prevention of its repetition. The cliché that learning about a problematic aspect of our history
will prevent the repeat of that same history is well-known among the many clichés that attitudes
to history are mired in. Implied in this notion is the incredible leap that is sometimes, perhaps
often, enacted in education in proposing that learning or knowing something as the end-all, be-all
solution to the ails of society.
The complex ways that students invoked this cliché revealed that students simultaneously
see learning in the commoditized ways that the global citizenship framework prescribes: as
something they can distinguish themselves with, not to put to use for any particular purposes, but
rather to just know and be knowledgeable about. Students seemed particularly drawn by and
282

interested in being allowed to make connections between the slave trading past and present day
issues of race and racism, seemingly afforded to them by the cultural tools in the perspectivizing
aspects of the curriculum intervention. However, at the same time a troubling pattern emerged in
students’ use of racist humor and language, which among other things, complicated students’
reasoning about the importance of using the history classroom on the slave trading past as a site
for critical interrogation of the racial status quo. Students, informed by the curriculum and the
positioning of the teacher, also appeared to largely uncritically reproduce the problematic “equal
responsibility” argument, perhaps not unsurprising considering that this discourse was afforded
across two of the key secondary sources as well as considered by the teacher as a key point. This
appeared to work as one of several strategies to downplay Danish responsibility in the slave
trading past. The patterns of how students positioned themselves in terms of reflecting on time
perspectives, particularly by drawing on discourses that this history happened “so long ago” and
what they argued as a need to “move on”, similarly seemed to be part of discursive strategies
that allowed students to distance themselves from the Danish slave trading past.
The findings from the Danish curriculum intervention echo the findings from other
analyses of history textbooks on particular the slave trading and colonial past as uncritically
repeating triumphant discourses of the west (Parkes, 2007) and often written from a Eurocentric
perspective rendering race and racism invisible (Lowen, 2008; Araújo & Maeso, 2012; Weiner,
2014). Furthermore, in the context of exploring how the history education on this particular past
might challenge Nordic exceptionalist and nationalist views, the students in this study largely
defined Danishness in positive terms (welfare state, security, education, democracy, freedom to
say what you want), perpetuating rather than challenging Nordic exceptionalist discourses.
Overall, the students were largely afforded and engaged with the Danish slave trading past by
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drawing on colonial logic and therefore positioned themselves as distanced from this past, and
often by drawing on apologist and relativizing strategies. However, some students were critical
of the largely one-sided curriculum and the other troubling patterns of positioning, in particular
the one student in the class who identified as biracial. The positionings by both students and the
teacher in regards to the learning of history in order to imagine the future were largely
characterized by cynicism, beyond the clichés of learning history to prevent it from happening
again.

Counter-Curriculum and the Tourist Gaze
The methodology of the multi-site study allowed for explorations into how Danish high
school students position themselves beyond the history classroom as they engaged with the
history in the context of the UNESCO collaboration and their visit to the USVI. For this analysis
I conceptualized he educational visit to the USVI as a counter-curriculum (Baszile, 2009), which
offered the visiting Danish students a differently figured world for how to meaningfully engage
and make sense of the Danish slave trading and colonial past, or how to make the past
‘answerable’ and a critical tool for exploring the present and imagining the future. The analysis
revealed that in the figured world created in the course of the visit to the USVI, the Danish high
school students were afforded the opportunity to move beyond the mostly white, Dane-centric
curriculum by engaging with historical sites and learning about historical figures that represented
African and Black resistance and agency in shaping this history. The two visiting Danish
students both appeared to draw on some new perspectives as they reflected on the Danish slave
trading past in the counter curriculum, in particular the question about identity as a key issue in
the colonial aftermath and the relationship between Danish material wealth and the lack of it in
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the USVI as connected to the slave trading and colonial past. However, in spite of the differently
figured world of the counter curriculum, which to an extent echoed the official global citizenship
goals of producing the anti-racist global citizen by offering students opportunities to develop the
desired social and cultural competences, the Danish students in the USVI largely maintained
emotional distance (e.g. by invoking the “move on” discourse again) in their engagement with
the Danish slave trading past.
One of the key findings from the counter curriculum was that in contrast to the explicated
global citizenship education goals of affording students’ sensitivity to intercultural differences
and solidarity, the Danish students largely positioned themselves through the tourist gaze (Urry,
1992; Urry & Larsen, 2011) as they engaged with the Danish slave trading past. This finding
highlights the contradictions of the global citizenship paradigm across sites in educational
collaborations, particularly in terms of the stated socio-emotional goals of promoting, “empathy
[and] solidarity” (UNESCO, 2015, p. 22). Tesfahuney and Schough (2016) argue that tourism
has, for the small, privileged part of the world that has nearly unlimited mobility, become a
material and ideological framing of the world. This was the prevailing way in which the Danish
students engaged with the historical educational trip, at once embodying the global citizen as the
ever mobile, consumer of diversity yet simultaneously not conforming to expectations of the
performance of heritage as the empathetic citizen.

Absences, Distortions and Epistemologies of Ignorance
The findings from both the analysis of the curriculum and the students’ positionings in
the Danish site revealed connections between both absences and distortions in the curriculum as
central to the epistemology of ignorance, the varied processes through which the not knowing of
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the Danish slave trade takes place. The findings of the present study indicate that issues of
absences in the curriculum on the Danish slave trading and colonial past spans the continuum
from the national curriculum level (where the teaching of the topic as obligatory is missing),
what Brown would call the null curriculum (2009), to the actually designed and implemented
curriculum by the teacher where Black, historical struggle and resistance was hardly addressed,
what Wilkinson (2014) calls the unenacted curriculum.
Another of the key findings of the present study is that in spite of the stated values of
objectivity in history education (defined by the teacher as, among other things, looking at a
historical period from different perspectives), the students in the Danish curriculum intervention
were primarily exposed to a curriculum from the colonial perspective. The teacher, however, in
drawing on a constructivist (postmodern) approach, argued that truth in history education is
approximated through the processes of understanding the worldview and thinking of a particular
time without any judgment and through looking at a given phenomenon from different angles –
no matter which ones in particular. This distanced way of approaching the teaching of history as
something that is neither personal nor political, was emblematic in how the teacher, for example,
argued that he teaches the “pros and cons” of a the slave trading history. To quote Kenneth B.
Clark,

In the social sciences, the cult of objectivity seems often to be associated with “not taking
sides”. When carried to its extreme, this type of objectivity could be equated with
ignorance… It may be that where essential human psychological and moral issues are at
stake, noninvolvement and noncommitment and the exclusion of feeling are neither

286

sophisticated nor objective, but naïve and violative of the scientific spirit at its best.
(1989, p. 79; quoted in Stetsenko, 2017)

The teacher’s own idea about objectivity as something that is practiced by exploring all and any
questions (uncritically), and from all perspectives (even though based on the analysis of the
curriculum this was not actually the case) reflects the tenets of the radical constructivists
paradigm in education where truth becomes unachievable and relative. Christopher wanting to
explore whether slavery was bad or “if it in reality was a good thing” is another example of this
kind of perverse performance of ‘objectivity’ and the approximation at truth in history education
as the mindless mental gymnastics of exploring everything from ‘both’ and all possible sides.
However, from a Vygotskian perspective, approximations at truth is possible insofar that it is
defined not as finite and given (as in the positivist paradigm) or as relative and unachievable (as
in the radical constructivist paradigm) but as possible when defined as that which matters to us in
our struggles for justice:

Truth is about what matters in the world, as it now unfolds and comes unstuck right in
front of our eyes in drastic forms and expressions, with powerful conflicts and struggles
now brewing beneath – and increasingly above – the surface of the supposedly stable and
seemingly still indomitable status quo. (Stetsenko, 2017, p. 364)

It appears from the present interrogation that history education of Danish slavery and colonialism
is in dire need of more than just the simple gymnastics of exercising the state-mandated ideas
about so-called critical thinking about a time period from different perspectives - it must be
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developed from a place of justice. And a notion of justice in history education of the transatlantic
slave trade will always inevitably be tied into understanding the connections between the past,
present and the future, deconstructing and challenging white supremacy and be developed from a
point of Black struggle and resistance.
Furthermore, to teach this history from a point of justice is to place this history front and
center in understanding what it means to be Danish and should include an interrogation of
Nordic and Danish exceptionalism. That both the teacher and the students in this study
maintained that this history is not their history as much as it is the history of the descendants of
enslaved Africans, reveals the dire need to make Danes understand that they do not stand outside
of the global, neocolonial moment and that this indeed very much is their history. The findings of
this dissertation, albeit perhaps not shocking (given the resistance to confronting issues of racism
and colonialism still prevalent today in the western world), are troubling and disheartening
nonetheless. The fact that Danish high school students when they finally are engaged with their
nation’s slave trading and colonial history are taught in ways that reproduce a neocolonial and
racist logic of the false notion of white objectivity and colonial apologism vis-à-vis the ‘equal
responsibility’ argument is deeply aligned with the current racial status quo of Denmark as
previously described.

Uneven Mobility of the (Unmoved) Global Citizen
The multi-sited design with the counter curriculum provided a unique lens to understand
and (within the space of this dissertation) explore the different ways in which curriculum play a
role in producing knowing and nonknowledge about the Danish slave trading past. With the two
sites, and the analysis of their curricular artefacts, archival analysis of the teaching of goals at a
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national level of the teaching of history and the global citizenship curricular goals, as well
analysis of the students’ positionings across the two sites, the study did not favor or foreground
any particular level of analysis but sought to explore what happens between and across these
various scales in education. Drawing on the insights of social practice theory’s emphasis on the
connection between history-in-person as growing out of and contributing to historical struggles
(Holland & Lave, 2001; 2009), as well as drawing on the notion of counter-topography (Katz,
2004), the present design allowed for explorations into the contradictions and tensions across
these different scales.
This scale jumping analysis revealed that when Danish students, under the guise of
producing and promoting global citizens, travel to the USVI, it is not necessarily to fulfill the
more social justice-y sounding and simultaneously neocolonial aims as articulated officially in
the global citizenship framework (learning this history in order to save the world, i.e. white,
European savior narrative). Rather, it appears that the educational exchange at the individual
level provided the opportunity to equip students with learning as an individualized commodity
that can serve them in the market economy as individuals who understand and can navigate
‘diversity’. As Roman (2003) argues, “Framed as consumers of international and national
difference, learners and educators become differentially entitled citizen-consumers in a global
marketplace in which cultural practices are mere commodities.” (p. 276).
Learning in the global citizenship framework as practiced in the present study, divorced
from any real practices and struggles to challenge the status quo, thus is reduced to the
performance and consumption of diversity in the name of preparing citizen-consumers for the
racialized capitalist economy. Furthermore, this learning took place at the expense of the
collaborating USVI teachers and students, placing the burden on them to bring the Danish
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students into critical awareness of the colonial aftermath. The clear tensions therefore in the
global citizenship and the notion of the global community as dreamed up by UNESCO as one in
which people come together across race, class and national divides, to be in solidarity, and
peacefully learn from each other in order to contribute to the improvement of this imagined
global community and place, are apparent from the present study. Not only were colonial
relations and logics readily reproduced (discourses about ‘superior Danish objectivity’ in the
Danish site and the discourse “we are so ahead of them” in the USVI by Christina), but the
confrontations between the UNESCO collaborators as a result of willful ignorance and dismissal
of the slave trading past as part of Danish history on behalf of the Danish students, made it
evident that the announced transformative potential of the global citizenship education is
untenable. To quote Andreotti and Souza (2012) again,

Thus, despite claims of globality and inclusion, the lack of analyses of power relations
and knowledge construction in this area often results in educational practices that
unintentionally reproduce ethnocentric, ahistorical, depoliticized, paternalistic,
salvationist and triumphalist approaches that tend to deficit theorize, pathologize or
trivialize difference. (2012, p. 1)

The uneven mobility of students as global citizens across the two sites is further part of this
neocolonial tension inherent in the collaboration, and based on the present findings, the irony of
the freely moving-in-space but hardly moved Danish global citizens is highlighted.
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Concluding Remarks, Limitations and Future Avenues of Research
In the present study, the notion that the teaching of history should be done with the aim of
providing students with a ‘usable past’ (Wertsch, 2002; Renshaw & Brown, 2006) to serve the
purpose of promoting justice (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Epstein, 2009) as argued previously, was
the key assumption and backdrop against which the analysis was conducted. That is, the practice
of teaching and learning history should provide students with opportunities to develop an
understanding of history as a cultural tool and practice (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995; Holland,
Skinner, Lachiotte & Cain, 1998) to which they are ‘answerable’ (Bakhtin, 1981). This includes
affording history students the opportunity to understand their present context and themselves as
grounded in the past, as well as being able to use history as a critical tool for critically
interrogating our present as well as imagining and enacting the future (Vianna & Stetsenko,
2006; Stetsenko, 2017).
A critical interrogation of the slave trading past beyond the cliché that puts emphasis on
the value of “pure knowing,” would include investigating the material, cultural, social and
psychological consequences of that history and its continuities and discontinuities with the
present system of racialized capitalism, particularly with attention to enduring histories of
struggle and resistance. Through the lenses of exploring absences, distortions and epistemologies
of ignorance across the scales of the teaching of history at the school level, national curriculum
level and the level of the global citizenship education vis-à-vis the school’s participation in the
UNESCO collaboration Breaking the Silence, the present study contributes to critical education
studies that highlight contradictions between stated goals of curriculum of diversity, objectivity,
and so on, on one hand, and the actual enacted curriculum on the other, shaped by the
positionality of the teacher, among other things. When the practice of teaching history and the
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role of positionality of both students and teachers as producers of knowledge (and
unknowledges) by themselves are left unexplored, the risk of the history classroom on the
Danish slave trading past becoming a site for the reproduction of colonial and nationalist
discourses and practices is evident.
In this dissertation I have explored curriculum and teaching-learning practices
through the lens of absences, and it is necessary to point out that the present study is not without
its own. While this study, the first of its kind to explore how the Danish slave trading past is
taught in a formal education institution, provided an opportunity to explore and pay close
attention to how Danish students position themselves as they engage with the country’s slave
trading past, the study is not without limitations. While my own positionality of growing up
white in the colorblind and “post-racial’ context of Denmark and the complementary production
of ignorance that comes with that (including my own nonknowledge of this particular past until I
moved to the US) has contributed to the development of the present study, my own whiteness
(and other aspects of my identity that afford me privileges, including my middleclass
background) certainly also limits my outlook and ways of knowing in this world, even as I
commit to an explicit antiracist, justice-oriented agenda in the production of knowledge.
Future research would require larger scale studies, including more schools to corroborate
findings, particularly also schools with more ethnic and racial diversity. The challenge with this,
however, is that because of de-facto segregation high schools with more ethnic and racial
diversity in Denmark often are targeted by researchers. In the process of conducting the present
study I reached out to the neighboring high school previously mentioned with the apartheid-like
conditions, but was denied access by the principal with the explanation that these students are
constantly being asked to participate in studies. Another expansion of this research would be to
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explore how other aspects of students’ lives beyond their in-school activities might shape how
they engage with and make sense of the teaching-learning of history. Another absence is an
exploration of the multiple and various ways in which the Danish slave trading and colonial past
- and the economic and racial present it has contributed to - is being resisted both in the USVI
and in Denmark. In future research it would be important to explore more and contribute to
creating sites of learning in struggles for racial and economic justice where the teaching-learning
of the Danish slave trading past can be a tool and practice that contributes to affording the
transformative change that is needed.
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Epilogue
In the spring of 2016 the first group of USVI students as part of the UNESCO
collaboration went on an educational trip to Denmark. Below is a blog post, which was posted
under the title “Foggy in Conclusions”, written by Fatima (pseudonym6), one of the USVI high
school students in response to her participation in a history classroom activity in a Danish high
school (not Little Creek High School) during her visit. Fatima’s description of the lack of being
able to move the Danish students in the context of the learning of the shared history reverberates
with and further triangulates the findings from the present study, including the insensitivity of
curricular activities and students’ positioning of distancing from the slave trading past:
Maybe I’m angry or paranoid or too expecting, but is no one else discouraged by the
Danish reaction to slavery? Jason, Brendon [two other students from the USVI], and I
participated in a transatlantic slave trade activity in a history class where students were
very detached from the topic. We were split into groups to discuss the auctioning of
enslaved Africans (Brendon’s topic), defending the slave trade (Jason’s), and abolishing
the slave trade (mine). Brendon’s group’s presentation of the auctions felt inappropriate
because of its rushed nature and the exaggerated mockery of slaves during physical
examinations. It was nauseating, to say the least, about the giggles that earned, to have
them treat this subject as something they are so displaced from. Even when Jason and my
respective groups were debating, they were reserved in their arguments, not being able to
articulate beyond the contentions provided on a handout. Given, there’s a language
barrier but is there not stirring sense of justice within them, no bleeding empathy? I am
advised to be considerate to their lack of exposure but I refuse to be their conduit of
empathy. It is not exposure which prevents them from caring, not when Louise and her
friend Mathilde [two Danish high school students] were both very sensitive and involved
when discussing pressing issues. If it is exposure, why are they the exceptions? It is not

6

All names in the blog post are pseudonyms
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possible to be associated with such involved people and not challenge yourself. How did
we become so complacent? Why do we, time and time again, censor and compromise
ourselves for their comfort? I am angry, I know that much. I am angry because the
Danish are so proud of their history (their churches are older than America!), so proud of
their resilience against German occupation, so proud of their schools and their old Latin
mottos. When talking about their history, they say “we,” not the past generations. We
fought the Germans. We built these bridges. We lost Norway. But they lose this
nationalism when we discuss slavery. They feel absolved. It was their ancestors, we say
and never challenge them. Those were our ancestors too, but they were enslaved and that
is still integral to our identity. How is it that slavery is a burden we must carry only on
our shoulders? How can we heal if they are never challenged? No history is selective. We
are all the legacy our ancestors have built, the shames they have committed, the suffering
they persisted. We can never progress if they are stagnant in this epiphany.
As the UNESCO collaboration continues, my aim is to eventually offer insights from the present
study to the Danish network of teachers, including by engaging them in reflections on what the
points in the above blog post highlights. Fatima’s revealing and staunch indictment of the ways
in which the Danish slave trading past is being taught by teachers who seek to develop expertise
in this particular field, summarizes in many ways the findings from the dissertation and asks the
Danish teachers and students to engage in the kind of critical reflection that is necessary.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. IRB Documents
RE: IRB File # 674376 Investigating Global Citizenship through an Educational Ethnography in
a Danish High School.

Script for Oral Consent from Danish High School Students and Teacher
As you already know, I am a doctoral student at the City University of New York, originally
from Denmark and I have years of experience conducting educational research. I am currently
writing my dissertation on how we teach the history of Danish colonialism and slavery in the
former Danish West Indies, now USVI. For this reason I am in the USVI following you, a group
of Danish students and teachers who are here – as you know – as part of a larger UNESCO
collaboration on developing best practices on how to teach this difficult past. As a researcher I
will be writing field notes from observations on our visit here at the USVI and as I mentioned in
my initial recruitment process, I am hoping to be able to also interview you about your
experiences here with the Danish visitors, as well as ask you questions about your reflections on
the meaning of both this UNESCO collaboration as well as your thoughts on the importance and
meaning of teaching this history – and how best to do it! The interviews will take place in public
spaces (school sites, etc.). Any data that I collect will be anonymized and there will be no link
between your name and the dissertation or other publications related to my work on the history
teaching. Once I have recorded the interview, I will bring it home with me, store it in a safe place
and then transcribe it. When I transcribe I will assign pseudonyms so I will not be using your
name. The data will be used in my efforts to analyze how students and teachers make sense of
the history of Danish slavery and colonialism. The analysis will be presented – with no
identifying information –in my dissertation as well as in scientific journals and conferences. By
conducting this study I am hoping to be able to contribute to the thinking and practice of how we
teach the particular history of Danish colonialism in Denmark. There is minimal to no risk
anticipated with participating in this research project. Do you have any questions? Is it clear to
you both what my role is and what I am hoping that you would be willing to participate in?
Please ask questions! If you feel like you have a full understanding of my research efforts, I
would like to ask if you are willing to grant me permission to conduct and audio-tape interviews
about your experiences here in the USVI as part of my research? Also, please know that you can
always let me know if you do not feel up for an interview.
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Script for Recruitment of Danish High School Students and Teachers
Hi! My name is Naja Berg Hougaard! As you already have heard from Niels (pseudonym for the
history teacher’s name) I will be travelling with you during your 2-week stay in the USVI. As a
doctoral student at the City University of New York I have years of experience conducting
educational research and in my pursuits of the dissertation I am now exploring how the history of
Danish slavery and colonialism is being taught at the high school level. So that is why I am here!
As a researcher I will be writing field notes from observations on our visit here at the USVI and I
was hoping to be able to also interview you about your experiences here. The interviews will
take place in public spaces (such as the hotel lobby, school sites, etc.). Any data that I collect will
be anonymized and there will be no link between your name and the dissertation or other
publications related to my work on the history teaching. Do you have any questions? Is it clear to
you both what my role is and what I am hoping that you would be willing to participate in?
Please ask questions! Also, please know that you have no obligation to participate in this study
and there will be no repercussions if you say no to participate. Now, if you feel like you have a
full understanding of my research efforts, I would like to ask if you are willing to participate in
the study?
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Appendix 2. Interview guide for interviews with the teacher
Interview questions for the Danish teacher before/during/after the curriculum intervention
How did you plan this particular curriculum? What were your considerations?
What do you think is the most important thing for students to take away from it?
What do you think they will take away from it?
What is the point of teaching this part of Danish history?
How do you think the students make sense of race, racism and inequality as it relates to the
history of colonialism and slave trade?
What is a global citizen? What is global learning? How does the UNESCO project contribute to
students becoming global citizens?
What was your experience teaching this class? What do you think students thought of it? How do
they make sense of it?
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Appendix 3. Interview guide for focus group interviews with the students
Interview guide for the group interviews with the students in the Danish curriculum
How has it been to engage with this curriculum for the past few weeks?
What has been the most surprising thing you have learned?
What is the most important thing(s) that you have learned?
Why should you/should you not learn about this? What do you think is important for you to
learn?
Is this topic relevant today? How? Why?
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Appendix 4. Questions for Writing Activities for The Students in the Danish Site
Week 1
If you hear the word slavery, what comes to mind?
What is your prior knowledge about the Danish transatlantic slave trade?
The Danish slave trading history has not received a lot of attention in history education and
there are several reasons for this. Is it important (or not) to learn about this particular part of
Danish history and why? Does it have relevance for you in your life?
Week 2
What is the most surprising/important that you have learned about the Danish history of
slavery and slave trade so far?
Last week a debate erupted in class about the “blame game” and responsibility on Danish
participation in the slave trade. Why is it important or not to have this debate?
Week 3
What is the most surprising thing that you have learned during this curriculum intervention?
What is the most important thing that you have learned during this curriculum intervention?
In the perspectivizing of the Danish colonial past we spent a lot of time discussing race and
racism. Do you think this is relevant or not and why?
What is your take on the question of reparations? Does Denmark have a role to play in relation
to the USVI today and if yes, how? If no, why?
What was the least surprising for you in this curriculum intervention?
Has this curriculum intervention been personally relevant for you? Explain your yes or no.
What has been the least important for you in this curriculum intervention?
Do you have any additional comments?
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Appendix 5. Questions for the Students in the USVI
Questions for students in USVI
How is the experience here in the USVI so far?
What did you expect to experience and learn and how has it been so far?
What has made the biggest impression on you? How? Why?
What did you not expect to learn, but did learn?
Has being here changed your learning on the Danish history of slavery? How?
How is the curriculum here (based on the planning of the USVI teachers) different from what
you were learning in the classroom in Denmark?
How are you thinking about questions about reparations and apologies from Denmark? Have
you been exposed to new perspectives?
Do you think that the meaning of this history is different for Danes and US Virgin Islanders?
What do you think Danes could learn from the US Virgin Islanders?
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Appendix 6. Overview of Students’ Age and Ethnicity.

Pseudonym
Christina
Christopher
Karen
Jan
Ingrid
Caroline
Roald
Bodil
Laura
Eskild
Morten
Jens
Nisse
Andreas
Albert
Malene
Gorm
Folmer
Maja
Rufus
Georg
Norm
Oswald
Tristan
Claus

Age
18
18
18
18
17
17
17
18
18
17
17
17
18
17
18
18
18
17
17
17
18
17
18
18
18

Gender
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
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Ethnicity
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish/Italian
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish/Iranian
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish/Ugandan
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish
Danish

Appendix 7. Core Obligatory History Curriculum Topics at the Danish High School Level.
Core Historical Topics and Periods

Subtopics

Until 1453: The genesis of society

The society of antiquity
The genesis/emergence of Denmark
European Middle Ages
the world outside of Europe

1453-1776: New World Views

Renaissance
Reformation
Enlightenment
Colonization

1776-1914: Rupture and tradition

Revolutions and human rights
Danish democracy
National identity
Industrialization
Imperialism

1914-1989: The struggle for the good society

The struggle over ideologies
The welfare state
Decolonization
The Fall of the Wall

1989-present: The Global Society

Denmarks’s place/role internationally
European integration
New borders and conflicts
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Appendix 8. USVI Curriculum Overview
Curricular activities in the USVI
Visit to Butler Bay Plantation and Estate Mount Washington Plantation (outside of
Frederiksted, St. Croix), toured by local teachers and UNESCO collaborator
Visit to Saltwater Bay, St. Croix
Visit to the Danish part of the cemetery of in Christiansted
Day-long program at the Steeple Building in Christiansted and around there
Presentations by USVI collaborators on the shared history of Denmark and USVI
Icebreaker activities with USVI high school students and teachers
Historical tour of the Scale House in the harbor of Christiansted as well as the former
Danish fort, Christiansvern by a local park ranger together with USVI high school
students
Performance of skits by USVI high school students for the Danes about culturally
appropriate behavior in the USVI
Visits to the two public high schools where Danish students made a presentation about
Danish school system
Cultural activities between the Danish and USVI students
Historical walking tour of Christiansted by American Historian
Reading the text “Caribbean People” by Daisy Holder Lafond
Historical walking tour of Frederiksted, including visit to Fort Frederik with a local tour
guide
Visit to Christiansted for a talk by Danish and American presenters, with the title:
“Archival, ecological and energy resources in the USVI and Denmark.”
Visit to the Botanical Garden where the USVI Historical Society was hosting a small
conference with two Danish presenters, title: “Recent Research into Social Interaction”
Visit to the local radio station
Classical concert at Whim Museum
Maroon Ridge Hike guided by one of the UNESCO USVI collaborators
Visit to the site where labor leader Andreas Hamilton incited the labor movement
Visit to St. Thomas and St. John, including visit to Freedom Garden and the Annaberg
Plantation
Visit to one of the high schools and a joint discussion of the text “Caribbean People”
Visit to historical museum and former plantation Whim, including presentation by a
local historian about sugar production and life in the islands after 1848
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